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	1. Chapter 1

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 1

A/N: the concept of this story is old and moldy, but I still felt the need to write one of my own, with my own twists on the idea. I've tried _very_ hard to avoid any OOC stuff, especially with Toothless. Most of these stories start with Toothless taking action as payback for Hiccup shooting him down. But what if he did it for more benevolent motives?

**o**

Night Furies are not supposed to scream in terror. Lesser species do that.

But the Night Fury called Toothless was screaming, and it wasn't a battle cry. He and his human friend, Hiccup, had gone flying with his artificial tail and saddle gear for the first time. After a few exciting but uneventful minutes, things started to unravel fast. Hiccup flew off Toothless' back at the top of a climb, and both of them tumbled out of control until it was almost too late. Somehow, Hiccup got back in the saddle, and they both got pointed in the right direction. But that "right direction" led them straight into a maze of rock towers and tunnels that no sane dragon would try to fly at half-speed, never mind the near-terminal velocity they carried out of their downward plunge.

As they rocketed toward certain injury and possible death, Toothless could feel the human's fear, mirroring the fear in his own heart. Someone's blood was about to get spattered on those rocks. But suddenly, Hiccup's terror turned into determination as strong as steel. He felt the boy lean forward and pull them into a tight curve. Toothless had no choice but to trust Hiccup's untested and unpracticed ability to fly, and unbelievably, he was a natural at it. He turned the tail at just the right angles at just the right moments, threw his own weight into turns and rolls, and gave Toothless the confidence to give it all he had. It was all over in a few terrifying seconds. Somehow, against all possible odds, they made it through unscathed.

They shot into the clear air over the sea, and Hiccup raised his hands over his head with a shout of triumph. Toothless' face was covered with a draconian smile as well. But it wasn't just because they'd survived an impossible ride together. Hiccup had shown some qualities about himself that no one else suspected. He could muster courage to overcome fear; he was determined, not a quitter; he was committed to his relationship with his dragon; and he understood flight. Toothless smiled because he now knew his rider was a near-perfect candidate for the transformation.

He shot out a fireball, not the usual blazing bolt of destruction, but the special one that would become a Vortex. He pumped his Power into it, preparing it for the irrevocable moment. And then, unsure why, he stopped. The Power bled back into him, and the special fireball dissipated into a normal fire that scorched Hiccup's hair and clothing even as he complained, "Oh, come on!" Toothless couldn't understand why he had hesitated. Would there ever be a better candidate, or a better time?

It seemed utterly unlikely. But he'd backed away, and the moment could not be reclaimed. Maybe he might get a second chance.

The next day was the day that changed everything. Toothless and Hiccup were discovered by another human, one called Astrid, whom Hiccup cared about and feared at the same time. He made it plain that her escape was a bad thing, so he and Toothless captured her, persuaded her to go for a ride, and spun her until she begged for mercy. Hiccup didn't see the need for that part, but Toothless did.

As soon as the diving and spinning stopped, so did her terror. Like Hiccup, she had no fear of flying; she delighted in the endless beauty of the clouds. Toothless took them for a ride in the world where dragons dare, enjoying his friend's company and wondering what this other human intended.

He considered her. She was brave and determined. She was no friend of dragons, but she was at least willing to put her hostility aside for a season. And, most importantly of all, she was female. Two candidates at once – a matched pair, yet! A chance like this would not come again in two hundred years! Toothless blessed the weighted ropes that had brought him down, and the destiny that had made him hesitate yesterday, and the luck that had brought Astrid along today. There would be no hesitation this time.

He blew out his fireball and began infusing it with Power. The Vortex began to take shape in front of them, a spinning disc of wildly flowing colors floating in mid-air. Hiccup stared at it and broke their long silence. "Toothless, what is that?"

The Vortex reached full power. It crackled and spun, and Toothless dove straight into the middle of it. At the moment of contact, its power discharged like a bolt of lightning. Hiccup had a split second to remember something he had just read:

"_Night Fury. The unholy offspring of lightning and death itself."_

The light was too bright. The sound was too loud. The pain was too intense. Alien feelings and sensations flooded Hiccup's mind to overflowing, spinning his senses out of control. It might have lasted for half a second, or half an hour – he couldn't tell. And just as suddenly, there was no light but the fading sun, no sound but the wind whipping past his ears. That, and the scream of Toothless, who was plunging out of control without a rider.

Hiccup reacted instinctively, completely without thought. He quickly swooped down and pulled alongside his friend. There was no way for him to work the tail's pedals, so he flew next to Toothless and jammed his own tail against his friend's, supplying the needed stability. Side by side, wings overlapping, they glided together down from the skies to the lagoon, reducing their speed as they descended. They winged over the water as Hiccup tried to figure out how Toothless could land. He glanced down into the water.

He saw their reflections.

That was when _he_ screamed.

He had been so single-mindedly focused on his friend's need for help, he hadn't realized he was relying on instincts and reflexes he shouldn't have had, and working with limbs he wasn't born with. Now he saw two Night Furies reflected in the still water, and his mind couldn't handle it. He closed his eyes with an incoherent cry, his tail went limp, and he swerved sideways and hit the ground hard, plowing a deep furrow as he painfully skidded to a halt. Toothless splashed into the water as soon as he lost the support of Hiccup's tail.

Hiccup tried to look at himself, but his head didn't turn like it should. He could see his arms, which had turned into strong, stubby forelegs, and he could see his tail, which shouldn't even have been there. He stared at Toothless as the dragon climbed out of the water and shook himself dry.

"Toothless, what have you –" His voice wasn't even his voice any more! It was the same mix of roars, grunts, and growls that Toothless used. The other Night Fury looked up and stared at him.

"It worked!" Toothless exclaimed. "We made it!"

Hiccup's brain shut down. He had somehow been turned into a dragon without being aware of it, he could fly, he couldn't talk like a human, but he could understand Toothless... this was way, _way_ past the limit of what he could handle. He fell over on his side, tried to hide his head in his hands, hid his head with his tail when his front paws didn't reach, and cried like a lost child.

Toothless stood and watched him silently. _I hope you learn to appreciate this, my friend, my brother_. _But please stop crying. Night Furies aren't supposed to cry.  
><em>


	2. Chapter 2

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 2

Hiccup was so shaken by his unexpected transformation into a dragon, he completely forgot that there was someone else in the air when it happened.

Astrid was clinging to Hiccup when the Night Fury plunged into the Vortex, but she quickly let go to cover her eyes with her hands, trying to ward off the sights and sounds that overwhelmed her. She screamed, and to her horror, her alto scream dropped in pitch to a baritone bellow that no human voice box could produce. She felt the shape of her face changing, felt her skin breaking out in scales, just before her arms became too short to reach her face. She found herself tumbling through the sky.

When Toothless and Hiccup had snatched her off the ground earlier that afternoon, she had clung to the Night Fury's paw in panic. Then she realized it was a dragon's paw and released it. Then she realized she was a hundred feet off the ground and clutched it again. She now did something very similar. She spread her unfamiliar wings to stop herself from falling. Then she realized they were dragon's wings and let them go limp, unwilling to even try to control them. Then she felt herself falling and spread them again.

"This can't be happening!" she thought. "I just came in second in dragon training! My mother and father are waiting for me at home! I _hate_ dragons! This can't be real!" Unlike Hiccup, who flew without trying to think about it, she tried to make her wings and tail work, and succeeded only in spinning herself out of control.

The ground was getting closer by the second. She focused on her wings, and got them straight out. Now she was moving in a straight line... straight toward the ground. How could she steer? The tail, maybe? She curved it upward, and her flight line changed. Innate reflexes kicked in for a moment before she tried to control them. Somehow she got her descent under control and skidded to a halt in the forest that covered the north half of the island of Berk, cutting a swath through the undergrowth. She had no idea where she was. For that matter, she wasn't sure _what_ she was.

For several minutes, she stood stock-still, quivering with shock. When she decided to move, it was hard; she had not walked on all fours since she was a baby, and she hadn't had a tail trailing behind her then. It was slow going. It was getting dark. Where should she go?

She decided to follow the sounds of other dragons. At least they wouldn't kill her on sight, she hoped. They were nearby, and they were not quiet.

Hiccup opened his eyes, which were wet with tears. He looked at himself again. He still had a black-on-black scaly body, four legs, wings, and a tail. "If this is a nightmare, someone wake me up!" he begged out loud.

"Not a Nightmare, a Night Fury!" Toothless corrected him. "Please tell me you know the difference."

Hiccup rolled to his feet and backed away. "Toothless? You're talking! How...?"

"I've been talking all along, but you couldn't understand me," Toothless answered. "Now you're a dragon like me, so you can understand me, and any other dragon, for that matter."

"I'm not a dragon!" Hiccup moaned. "I'm a human! I'm Hiccup! Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, son of Stoick the Vast! I'm a Viking! Not a dragon! _I_ am a _Viking!_"

"You told me that once before," Toothless said. "You didn't _really_ believe it then. You can't convince me you believe it now."

"But if I'm not a Viking, then what else can I be?" Hiccup asked wildly.

"How about a Night Fury?" Toothless knew that most humans had a hard time with the transformation at first, but it seemed like Hiccup was being clueless on purpose.

"I can't do that!" he protested. "Maybe I walk like you and I talk like you, but I think like... _me!_"

"That will change with time," Toothless replied. "You won't lose your memories or your personality, but your way of thinking will change. You'll be a dragon, just like me."

"No! No!" Hiccup shook his head. "I can't be a dragon! Vikings kill dragons! If I go home like this, they'll kill me! My father..." He stopped in shock. "My own father will kill me. Really kill me."

"Then maybe you shouldn't go home," Toothless said softly.

"But where else could I..." Hiccup let the words trail off; he'd had a dangerous thought. "Toothless, did _you_ do this to me?"

"You make it sound like I did something bad," Toothless answered.

"Something bad?" Hiccup almost screamed. "Look what you did to me! You took away my body! You took away my family, my tribe, my village... _everything!_ Oh, gods! Oh, gods!" He broke down crying again.

"Hiccup, listen to me!" Toothless pleaded, moving closer to him. "I'm Toothless! I'm your friend! We've shared food, we've flown together, we've trusted each other with our lives! Would I do anything to hurt you?"

Hiccup opened one eye. "I don't think so. I mean, I didn't used to think so. Everything is upside-down now!" He took a deep breath. "Tell me one thing, Toothless. Why did you do it?"

Toothless lay down and wrapped his tail around himself. "The long answer would take a while. The short answer is, I did you a favor."

"A favor?" Hiccup forced himself to laugh. "A favor! You took away everything I ever had, and gave me a body that's on every Viking's 'Ten Most Wanted' list. Maybe I'm having trouble with dragon language and I don't know what 'favor' means. Yeah, that's it."

Toothless looked intently into his eyes. "Hiccup, what did I take away that you ever wanted to keep? You kept telling me about the villagers, and how they all call you Hiccup the Useless. About your friends, and how they'd insult you and abuse you when they weren't ignoring you. About your father, and how he has time and energy and patience for everyone else but you. Now you're suddenly telling me you miss them all?"

In a small voice, Hiccup answered, "They're all I've got."

"Wrong again!" Toothless corrected him. "Let me tell you what you've got." He rose and began pacing back and forth as he spoke.

"You've got the body of a Night Fury, the rarest and greatest of all dragons. You'll be at the top of dragon society, except for the Mother, of course. Dragons are a lot friendlier than you think, and you'll make friends, _real_ friends who like you and respect you and don't stab you in the back. You'll have a lot more friends among us than you'd ever have in that narrow-minded little village. In _our_ community, you'll fit in.

"You've got the skills of the greatest of all flying creatures. I knew you were a natural at flying when we made it through those rocks, but I didn't know _how_ natural until you brought me in without my tail just now. That kind of air-to-air rescue is _not_ an easy thing, but you did it perfectly on the first try. The first thing you ever did as a dragon, you did right! That's quite a change from Hiccup the Useless, don't you think?

"You've got a life. We Night Furies live for hundreds of years, so you've got a _lot_ of life. You'll own the skies; you can go anywhere you want, any time you want. You want to travel? Take off; you'll see things that no Viking will ever lay eyes on. You want adventure? Go find some; it's everywhere. You want company? Join any group of dragons anywhere, and they'll welcome you. You want peace and quiet? Any treetop or mountaintop will do. No more shoveling coal and sharpening swords for you, Hiccup! You're a creature of the sky! You can really start to live now.

"And you've got a mate. That girl you like so much, the one who was riding behind you? She turned into a Night Fury, too. She's getting close; I can hear her. You're destined for each other. And you're a fine-looking dragon, if you don't mind my saying so. She'll go for you. You'll be happy together for a very, _very_ long time, which is something that wouldn't happen in that village, now, would it?

"So how can you say you've got nothing? Hiccup, I've given you everything! I've fulfilled your every dream, your every wish! Everything you _ever_ wanted in life is waiting for you to reach out and take it. The least you could do is have the good manners to say 'Thank you'."

"Thank you?" Hiccup stared at the creature that, until very recently, he'd thought of as his best friend. He opened his mouth, and the words he had said earlier in the day with dry sarcasm, now came out with a despairing sob. "Thank you for _nothing_, you useless reptile!"


	3. Chapter 3

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 3

"You've given me everything I ever wanted," Hiccup repeated slowly, sadly. "Everything except the things I wanted the most. To hear the people in my village say, 'You're one of us.' To hear my friends say, 'We like you.' To hear Astrid say, 'I love you.' And to hear my father say, 'I'm proud of you.' Those are the things I _really_ want, Toothless, and now I can't have _any_ of them. You don't understand humans."

"You've got that right," Toothless retorted. "I've given you the world, and all you want is that dismal little village, full of dismal little people who are never, never, _never_ going to give you the things you want."

"The things I need, you mean," Hiccup answered. "I need human companionship! Changing my body hasn't changed that!"

"But, Hiccup, what about me?" Toothless asked softly.

"What about you?"

"Does my companionship count for anything?" Toothless said. "In that moment in the forest, when you held my life in your hands, we formed a bond. It got a little stronger when I pinned you to the rock. And it got stronger yet when I saw you watching me in the cove that first time. Do you know what TrueSight is?" Hiccup shook his head.

"We dragons don't talk about our feelings. It's too easy to misunderstand each other. Instead, we share our feelings directly, by making eye contact. We call it TrueSight because we can't tell lies that way. Any two dragons can do it, as long as both are willing. We don't get many chances to try it on humans, but you and I have done it many times, even though you didn't know it. I've always known how you felt about me. You didn't get much out of it because you weren't a dragon. But now you are. Will you share TrueSight with me?"

When Hiccup didn't respond, Toothless added, "Please?"

At last, Hiccup nodded. "I guess things can't get much worse. What do I do?"

"Just look in my eyes, and relax." Hiccup did so. Those huge Night Fury eyes were fascinating to look at, anyway, and –

In the time it took for those eyes to blink, Hiccup suddenly felt Toothless' overwhelming love for him, gratitude for all the work he'd put into helping him fly, and sincere hope that he would accept his new form and thrive in it. The moment didn't last, but the memory of it did. Hiccup stepped back, stunned by how real it had seemed.

At the same time, Toothless was forcibly struck by the near-panic in Hiccup's mind, his turmoil and sense of loss, his hope that this change wasn't permanent, and his heartsick desire to get home, torn by the knowledge that it would literally be the death of him. Burning bright, off in a corner, was his love for Toothless, dampened by confusion over why his best friend would have done this to him.

"Hiccup, I really do want the best for you, just like you've wanted the best for me. It may take some time for you to adjust to all this, but until then, can you trust me?"

Before Hiccup could answer, they heard a swishing, crashing noise. Astrid-the-dragon had stepped off the edge of the cliffs that lined the cove and tumbled to the ground. Hiccup ran over to her.

"Astrid, are you all right?" he asked, his voice full of concern.

She opened her eyes and saw a Night Fury staring down at her. She screamed and kicked him hard in the chest; he landed in a heap thirty feet away. "Oww, why would you _do_ that?" he moaned.

She stared at him suspiciously; she had heard that line, in that same tone, earlier in the day in this very cove. "Who are you?" she demanded.

"Astrid, it's me. Hiccup," he said.

"Is this some kind of dragon trick?" she asked. "If you're really Hiccup, then prove it."

"What would you accept as proof?" he replied. "I could tell you about that night, just before we started dragon training, when I got chased by a Monstrous Nightmare and let a bunch of Deadly Nadders get away. I could tell you about how I was beating you in dragon training, and how you called me a son of a half-troll, rat-eating... uhh, I don't think dragons have words for that part. I could tell you how, a few minutes ago, you and I were riding on Toothless' back, up in the clouds, and we didn't have a care in the world." He closed his eyes sadly. "I could tell you all that, but I won't, because it hurts too much. We're leaving all that behind. Probably forever."

"Forever?" she demanded. "You mean I'm _stuck_ in this horrible body, looking just like you, probably stuck with you and that other awful lizard for _life_ because our people would kill me on sight if they found me like this?"

"Thank you for summing that up," Hiccup said.

She leaped up and put her face near his. "Hiccup, please, tell him to change us back! We'll do anything! We'll give him fish, sheep, gold, whatever he wants! He's _got_ to change us back!"

"Astrid, I can't do that," Toothless said as he joined them. "Every dragon is born with the Power for one great transformation. Once it's used, it never comes back. Please believe me when I say, after a while, most people don't want to go back."

"It's a trick!" she almost shouted. "He's lying! He did it, so he can undo it! Hiccup, how can you trust a dragon?"

He gazed back at her. "I trust Toothless," was all he said.

"You would." She shook her head, then turned and glared at Toothless. "And you! Why did you do this to me? To us? You have a weird way of treating your so-called friends."

Toothless put his face right up to Astrid's and snarled. Her eyes went wide; she was still accustomed to thinking of dragons as being much bigger and stronger than she was, even though that was no longer the case. She backed off a step.

"Don't you ever, _ever_ question my friendship with Hiccup," he growled. "We have been through things together that you can't even guess at. The only reason you're even _alive_ is because he likes you. I don't give gifts like this –" he gestured at her with his paw "– to any random dragon-fighter, you know."

"If that's how you treat friends, I'd hate to see how you treat your enemies," she growled back, gaining some confidence.

He leaped at her, bowled her over, and laid one sharp-clawed foot on her throat. "My _enemies_ get disemboweled and left for the wolves to eat," he snarled. "I understand you're uncomfortable with the transformation, but –"

"Uncomfortable!" She rolled out from under his paw and stood, shaking. "You... don't... know... _anything!_"

"I know much, much more than you think I do," he growled back, but not sounding so angry. "How do you think _I_ became a Night Fury?"


	4. Chapter 4

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 4

A/N "Rus" is an old name for Russia, specifically the western parts where Vikings had an influence.

**o**

Hiccup looked at Toothless steadily, forcing his tortured mind to slow down and listen to what he was hearing. "Are you telling me," he finally said, "that you used to be a human? That a dragon transformed you just like you transformed us?"

Toothless nodded slowly. "It was a long time ago, a _long_ time ago. I lived in a village on a river, in a land called Rus. I was the third son of a father who lived for his bottle, and a mother who lived for any man she could get her hands on. I was a young, bold warrior, ready to take on the world. My name was... what was my name? Semyon. I never liked that name; I haven't even thought about it in years. I like 'Toothless' better, because it was given to me by someone who really cares about me.

"Anyway, one night, the dragons raided my village. I was out there in the dark, waving my spear and looking for something to kill, when something big and black caught me from behind and carried me off into the air. The rest, as you say, is history."

"Very touching," Astrid scoffed. "Why do you _do_ this transformation-thing to us? If you really want to hurt us, why not just burn us instead?"

"I don't _want_ to hurt you!" Toothless exclaimed. "If I wanted to hurt you, I could have done it twenty different ways by now. You just don't understand – this is the most amazing gift I could ever give you!"

"If it's a gift, I'm sorry, but I don't want it," she said, beginning to lose her composure. "Please take it back. I'll call it even; I'll never attack a Night Fury again. Please, I'm begging you, turn me back into what I should be!"

Toothless shook his head. "What's done is done. And there isn't much chance you'll meet any other Night Furies anyway, aside from the ones in this cove."

"Yeah, yeah, Night Furies are very rare, we get it," Hiccup said. "You've explained why _we_ ought to be so excited about this, but why is it so important to _you?_"

"I told you, it's a long story," Toothless answered.

"Well, if you're from Rus, then you must love telling long stories," Hiccup shot back. "We're not going anywhere tonight; we've got time to listen. I can't speak for Astrid, but I can't even _begin_ to come to terms with this if I don't know _all_ the reasons why."

"I'll _never_ come to terms with this," she half-sobbed. "Am I really as ugly as you are?"

"I resent that," Toothless growled. "We Night Furies are among the best-looking of all dragons, even if those silly Nadders do say otherwise. As you spend more time in your new body, you'll get used to it, and you'll realize what an awesomely hot babe you are in the dragon world."

Astrid's eyes contracted to angry slitted pupils. "How _dare_ you talk to me that way!" Without thinking, she blew a small, bright blue fireball at him. It knocked him sideways, but he stayed on his feet. She looked shocked at what she had just done. He gazed at her evenly.

"Very good, Astrid. You're starting to tap into your dragon instincts already. Of course, I'm going to have to teach you how to control your fires, just like I'll have to teach you how to fly."

"You can teach us all that in the morning, Toothless," Hiccup cut in. "Right now, you owe us a long story."

"Fine." Toothless lay down in the grass and crossed his front paws. Hiccup sat in front of him; Astrid stood a few feet away.

"Dragons lay eggs once a year, as you may or may not know. A female Nadder usually clutches three or four dragonets at a time; a Gronckle can crank out a dozen or more. They need that many to replace their losses, mostly at the hands of men. But a Night Fury lays only one egg each year. Compare that with how often we get shot at by angry Vikings with sharp objects, and you can see we've got a population problem. That's why we're so rare.

"As I said, every dragon has the Power to make one great transformation in his life. Most dragons use that Power to heal themselves of some terrible injury, or to heal a friend. But we Night Furies have to use our Power to make other Night Furies. It's the only way we can keep ourselves from dying out. Every Night Fury has the solemn duty to create another dragon just like himself. Humans are our only candidates; turning another dragon into a Night Fury never works out well, and no other creature is intelligent enough."

"So when we both went riding on you, that was a two-for-one deal you couldn't resist," Hiccup said.

Toothless nodded. "Yes, it was a rare chance to pull ahead in the population race. But it was much more than that. Astrid, I can't be dispassionate about this, because I'm so close to Hiccup, but if you asked any other dragon, they'd say you're the more valuable of the two of you."

"Why? Because I'm a warrior and he's not?"

"No, because you're a female and he's not," Toothless continued. "We don't carry off just anybody, you know. The weak, the fearful, the brittle – they never survive the transformation. Their minds break and they go insane. We take only the brave and the strong. That means warriors. I don't have to tell you, there aren't many female warriors, and we almost never get a clean shot at them. We need every strong, brave female we can find, because we desperately need female Night Furies. We have _got_ to have that one egg every year, from as many sources as possible."

"How many Night Furies are there?" Hiccup asked suddenly.

"Very, very few," Toothless answered, flicking his tail back and forth. "We never get all together, so there's never an accurate nose count, but I'd be surprised if there were more than twenty of us in the whole world. It's very possible that we three are all that's left."

Astrid's eyes had narrowed again. "So we're just breeding stock to you? I'm some kind of brood mare, and Hiccup is going to be my stallion?" She formed a mental picture of Hiccup as a human, tried to apply the word "stallion" to him, and laughed in spite of herself.

"Astrid, I don't know if it was luck or destiny that put you and Hiccup on my back at the same time tonight. But you were both there, you were both well-qualified for the transformation, and I did what I had to do. I _know_ Hiccup will be better off; he'll admit it once he thinks it over. With you, it's not so clear. But for the race of Night Furies, it was a complete win. We gained a female, we pulled ahead by one in the population race, we –"

"You mean, by two," Hiccup corrected him.

Toothless hung his head. "No, by one," he said very softly. "Now that you can't ride me, I can't fly any more. That means I can't hunt for food, and I can't escape if the Vikings come after me. My end is certain now; it's just a matter of time. By giving you everything, I gave up... well, everything."

They stared at him, shocked into silence.


	5. Chapter 5

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 5

A/N "Muspelheim" is the mythical Norse realm of fire.

**o**

"Toothless, you... you're giving your life away so we can be dragons?" Hiccup shook his head in shock. "No! It doesn't have to be that way! We can bring you food, we can look out for you –"

"Don't believe him, Hiccup! He's lying somewhere." Astrid glared at Toothless, who looked back with an unreadable expression.

"Why are you saying that?" Hiccup asked.

"We already know he told one lie! He said they only transform the brave and the strong. So what are _you_ doing here?" She hated to put it that way, but she had to have an answer.

"You don't even know him," Toothless interrupted, almost sadly, it seemed to Hiccup. "Strength and courage can't always be seen with the eye. There is a strength in him that you've never seen. How else could he have stayed true to himself all these years, against a village that wished he would either conform or go away?"

Astrid had no answer. She gestured with her head that she wanted to talk to Hiccup privately. Toothless took a drink from the lagoon as they stepped away.

"He really must hate us, to pay that high a price to get us like this," Astrid spat.

"No, that shows how important this is to him," Hiccup said. "He's not lying about his own condition; that's obvious. And if he'd pay that high a price to transform us, then the rest of his story has to be true, too. Why is it so hard for you to believe him?"

"Because he's a dragon!" she exclaimed. Hiccup didn't laugh, but his eyes sparkled the way they did when he was about to say something sarcastic. "Is this some kind of a joke to you?" she demanded. "Our parents just became at war with us. Figure out which side you're on!"

"I think we're all on the same side here, Astrid," Hiccup said. "And if you can't believe Toothless because he's a dragon, where does that leave you and me? Just in case you didn't notice, we're dragons too."

"I am _not_ a dragon!" she exploded. "I'm Astrid Hofferson, and I'm a Viking and I'm a warrior, and I'm _stuck_ in the wrong body, thanks to your mystical dragon, but I still know who I am! Do you? I didn't ask for this! Did you? How can you be so ready to trust him after what he's done to us?"

"Two reasons," Hiccup answered. "One, I've already trusted him with my life several times, and unlike us, he hasn't changed. Two, he's proved it to me."

"Proved it? How?" Astrid demanded suspiciously.

Hiccup suddenly walked up close to her. "Look in my eyes for a second." She did –

She wasn't expecting an open window into Hiccup's emotions, but that's what she got. She saw his longing for home, his love for Toothless, his attraction to her, a mix of fear and curiosity about his new dragon body, his ongoing hurt that his father didn't love him and his friends didn't like him and his village didn't accept him... she saw it all.

Hiccup was physically knocked backwards by the impact of her emotions. She was a cauldron of hate for all dragons, resentment against Toothless in particular, the beginnings of mistrust toward Hiccup, fear of not measuring up to the village's expectations of her, homesickness, a desperate longing for her own body, utter disgust for her current one, and a growing terror that she might be stuck like this for life.

"Whoa." She blinked and steadied herself. "What _was_ that?"

"Toothless calls it TrueSight. He says it's something dragons do all the time. He did that with me, and that's how I know he's telling the truth. If you still don't believe me, he'll do a TrueSight with you, and then you'll know."

"I can't do that. Not with him," she said decisively. "I mean, he's not a person, not like we are. He's not getting into _my_ head like that. Hiccup... is it really that bad? The way we all treated you in the village, I mean?"

He hung his head. "I kind of got used to it."

"It didn't feel that way to me just now," she said. "It was more like an open wound. How can you live like that?"

"What other choices do I have?" he asked with a touch of anger. "Should I run away? Jump off a cliff? Run through the town reciting _Beowulf_ with nothing on but my helmet? None of those is going to make the village wake up one day and say, 'Oh, Hiccup, we were wrong about you! You really _are_ a Viking; here's a nice little sword, just your size; come be a warrior with us'!" He stopped to take a breath, and shook his head. "It's a shame I can't walk into the village looking like _this_; I might get some respect for the first time in my life! But while we're asking personal questions, why are you starting to mistrust me?"

"Who said I..." Her voice tapered off when she realized he'd seen her heart as clearly as she'd seen his. "There's just something _wrong_ about this whole thing. I feel like I'm walking through Muspelheim barefoot, and you're just, 'La-di-dah, I'm a dragon now.' You're getting over this too easily. Maybe Toothless cast a spell on you?"

"I can't disprove that," Hiccup said slowly. "But I trust him; he's already earned it ten times over. If you won't trust him, then you have to trust me, because if you don't trust either of us, then you're all alone in a world that you don't understand. I know how it feels to be all alone. You won't like it."

She considered that. "There isn't anything I could say to that. But if you _ever_ do that TrueSight thing to me again without warning me, I will hit you _so_ hard!"

"What's the matter? You're not used to being so honest?"

She whacked him with her tail. "_That's_ for... I don't know why!" She stalked off into the shadows.

"Boys, girls, I hate to spoil your fun, but it's been a long day," Toothless interrupted. "I'm going to get some sleep, and you should, too, because we're going to be busy tomorrow."

"Should I hang from a tree branch, like I saw you do that first night?" Hiccup asked.

"That's one way, but it takes some getting used to. You might prefer to curl up in the fork of a tree instead," Toothless said. "Caves are good if you can find one. Your last choice is to stay on the ground."

"Astrid, did you hear that?" Hiccup called. "Astrid?" He began to look for her, but Toothless dropped a paw on his tail and held him back.

"Let her be. She has to come to terms with this, her way. I knew you'd adjust quickly. Be patient with her."

"How did you know I'd adjust quickly?" Hiccup asked.

"You adjusted quickly to being friends with a dragon. You adjusted quickly to flying. You're strong like the grass that bends flat in a strong wind, but stands up straight as soon as the wind dies down."

"It's so weird, talking to you and understanding what you're saying," Hiccup said. "Weird, in a good way. Before we go to sleep... can we do that TrueSight thing again?"


	6. Chapter 6

**Lightning And Death Itself** Chapter 6

The next morning, Hiccup unwound himself from his tree-fork nest and padded down to the water for a drink. He found Astrid there, looking sadly at her reflection. He sat down next to her and said nothing.

At last, she sighed and said, "I guess it could be worse. He might have turned me into a Hideous Zippleback or something." Hiccup nodded wordlessly, not wanting to say the wrong thing, and took his drink.

"Rise and shine," Toothless called from the other side of the water. "Dragon school is now in session, and today is all about flying lessons. We'll start with the take-off."

"When do we eat?" Hiccup asked.

"We eat when you learn how to fly and catch fish," Toothless replied matter-of-factly as he glided across the water to join them. "That won't be today, and it probably won't be tomorrow, but don't worry. Your new bodies can go without food a lot longer than a human can."

"You're starting to irritate me with all this talk about how much better off we are now," Astrid snarled. "If we're _that_ much better off, why do you have to keep telling us about it?"

"Because certain dragons in this cove are fighting their new nature, tooth and claw," Toothless answered. "You're used to seeing life from a human view, and you're overlooking the advantages of any other view, just because it's not what you're accustomed to."

"I am _not_ going to get accustomed to this... this body!" she snapped. "I am _going_ to find a way to go back to being _me!_" She stalked away angrily. Hiccup followed her.

"Astrid, whether you find a way or not, we _have_ to learn about these bodies we're in!" he said. "This isn't about giving up hope; it's about being able to feed ourselves and take care of ourselves." He stepped towards her. "We have to be able to –"

She pulled away violently. "No, you don't! You're not sticking your nose into _my_ emotions again!"

"I wasn't going to do that!" Hiccup protested. "Toothless says TrueSight only works if both of us are willing."

"Toothless says, Toothless says, Toothless says! When did we stop thinking for ourselves, Hiccup? When did we start taking orders from dragons?"

"No one is taking orders from anybody. But he's the only one who knows how these new bodies of ours work." He sat next to her, making a point of not looking in her eyes. "Astrid, my dad loves to tell about the time when he was a boy, and his father told him to beat his head against a rock. That rock split in two. But when I try it, all I ever get is a headache.

"I want to go home as badly as you do. If I could snap my fingers and get my body back, I would. But it looks like this is what we are. I want to eat, and I want to be able to get away in case our friends start throwing spears at us. I'm not going to be stubborn and beat my head against a rock. I'm going to learn what he's teaching us. I think you ought to do the same."

"Hiccup, I can't handle his condescending attitude."

"He _is_ a little condescending, but can you blame him? He's teaching us stuff that real dragons would have learned right after they hatched. We're like children to him, we know so little. And it's not like he's had much practice in running a school for dragon wannabe's."

"I do _not_ want to be a _dragon!_" she almost roared.

"You know what I mean. He's cutting us all kinds of slack; can you cut him some?"

"Oh, I'd love to 'cut him' some! If I only had my axe..."

Hiccup did something he never, ever imagined he would do. He raised a foreleg and gave Astrid a hard shove, knocking her off balance. "May I remind you, he isn't just our only hope for survival? He's also my best friend!"

Astrid sprang to her feet. Her teeth were bared, she was lashing her tail, her legs were tensed to leap at him. "Hiccup, if you ever, _ever_ do that again –"

"Good attack posture, Astrid," Toothless commented as he joined them. "But you need to tuck your wings in; you've left them half-out and vulnerable. Always protect your wings in a fight. Now let's get back to our flying lessons."

Most of Toothless' advice boiled down to "your body knows what to do; just start the motion and don't fight your own reflexes." After a few false starts, Hiccup proved to be a fast learner. By noon, he was gliding back and forth across the water with growing excitement, and while his landings were about as graceful as a Gronckle's, at least he wasn't crash-landing any more. Astrid was determined to keep her actions under her own conscious control, which meant she was fighting her body's instincts. It didn't go as smoothly for her.

"Astrid, I don't mean to be harsh, but you're being a control freak over your own body," Toothless told her at one point. "Some aspects of flying are hard work, but this is supposed to be the easy part. Relax a little!"

"Relax a little," she muttered under her breath. "When I've got my own body back and my own voice back, when I'm back in my own home with my own family, and when the only dragons around are the wooden ones guarding our front doors, _then_ I'll relax."

As the sun was setting, Hiccup took his first experimental flight above the trees. He wasn't going very high, but he was flapping on his own, turning and banking with fairly good control, and apparently having the time of his life. As the sun dipped below the horizon, he coasted in for an ungainly landing.

"Oh, baby!" he shouted. "What a feeling! Toothless, I thought it was great flying with you, but flying solo... _wow!_ I don't know if I..." He glanced at Astrid and stopped.

"What, Hiccup?" Astrid demanded. "You don't know if you 'what'?"

Hiccup was suddenly sober. "I was about to say, I don't know if I could ever go back to living and moving on the ground all the time."

Astrid let out an explosive, angry grunt and stomped away. The other two watched her go.

"It's just like I promised you," Toothless said. "You're starting to think and react like a dragon, and that makes everything easier. You're making very good progress, considering you just grew your wings at this time yesterday. Can you help me out of this saddle harness? I don't think I need it any more."

Together, they managed to remove the straps and rods. Some of the leather had to be bitten off. Hiccup used his mouth to toss the saddle onto a rock; he'd worked so hard on it, he didn't want it to be ruined by leaving it on the ground. He looked around. Astrid still hadn't returned.

"How can we get her to understand?" Hiccup asked sadly.

"You can drag her by the tail, but all that will teach her is how to go backwards," Toothless counseled him. "When a dragon hatches out of its egg, its first instinct is to learn how to fly, even though it can't fly right away. You've got that same instinct; you got a taste of flight, and now you don't just _want_ more – you _need_ it. I don't think you'd be offended if I said you were born to be a dragon, and all I did was make it possible." He peered into the darkness and shook his head.

"Astrid doesn't have that desire, my friend. Maybe it's hard for her to break the bonds to her old life because her old life was pretty good. She has a full set of dragon instincts, and they'll keep nudging her in the right direction. It's just a question of time."

"Do you _have_ that much time, bud?" Hiccup asked sadly.

"Even the oldest and wisest of us can't see the future," Toothless replied. "We could stay here for months, or my time could run out tomorrow. If it did, I know I've had a fine life, I've had some fun and some excitement, I've done my duty to the nest and the other Night Furies, and I've known a true friend. That's not bad, for a dragon."

Hiccup was too torn up at the thought of losing his friend. He said nothing. He just rested his forehead against Toothless' head. They stayed in that position, without saying a word, for several minutes before turning and finding places to spend the night.

"There's got to be a way," Toothless heard him mutter.
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Toothless spent the next morning teaching Hiccup the basics of fire control. They practiced shooting fireballs at large rocks, leaving scorch marks all over the cove. The purpose of this lesson was so Hiccup could go fishing. Again, he learned quickly.

"Remember, look for large fish," Toothless advised him. "Small ones are fine if you're just feeding yourself. But if you're bringing them back for someone else, you can only carry one or two at a time, so they might as well be big ones."

"I am _not_ eating raw fish," Astrid stated flatly.

"Fine," nodded Toothless. "You saw everything I taught Hiccup about fire control; you can cook your fish any way you like. But while he's out getting some lunch for us, you and I are going to work on your flying some more. It's not fair to make him do all the work."

That last comment stung Astrid's pride. She resolved to do better, just to shut Toothless up. At first, she was trying too hard and making things worse. But after an hour, she finally understood what he meant by "don't fight the dragon." When Hiccup returned for the first time, she was gliding easily and making good landings.

Hiccup was excited. "It worked just like you said it would, Toothless!" he shouted as he dropped them a twenty-pound cod. "Shoot a quick fireball, stun the fish, pick them up when they float to the surface. I'm going back for more!" He turned on a wingtip and flew back out to sea.

Toothless carved a line down the middle of the fish with his claw, and tore it in half. "One for me and one for you," he said to Astrid, who took her share without comment. She deep-flamed a patch of ground and laid the half-fish on it to broil. Toothless tore his half into smaller pieces and swallowed them raw.

"What frightens you the most, Astrid?" She stared at her fish and refused to answer. "Is it being cut off from people? Losing your beauty? Being attacked by friends?"

"It's losing who I am," she snapped. "I've spent my entire life learning who I am, what I'm supposed to do and when I'm supposed to do it, what people expect of me and what I can expect from them. Now, that's all gone, and I've got _nothing_ to replace it with. I had a culture and a place in that culture. Now, I look at my reflection in the water and I see _what_ I am, but I don't know _who_ I am!"

"That's simple. You're Astrid. That's never going to change. Your values will shift a bit as you spend more time around dragons, but the things that make you special? They won't change."

"That sounds nice and simple, Toothless, but... this 'spending time around dragons' thing. That makes me nervous, too. What does a Night Fury _do?_"

"If you can wait until Hiccup comes back, I'll tell you both what a Night Fury does." They waited about ten minutes until their friend returned with another large cod. Toothless waved for him to join them.

"I'm glad you're having fun, Hiccup, but rest your wings for a few minutes before you go out there again. You've never done this before; don't overtax yourself on your first day in the sky. Enjoy some of this fish you've brought us."

Hiccup swallowed his pieces of fish whole and raw, the way he'd seen Toothless do it so many times. Astrid squirmed at the sight. "Yuck! How can you _do_ that?"

"That's how dragons eat," he said, surprised. "I can't use a knife and fork." He held up a paw. "See? No opposable thumb."

"You really _are_ turning into a dragon," she said with distaste.

"Astrid asked me a good question while you were away," Toothless cut in. "She wanted to know what a Night Fury does.

"When we're off duty, we're the judges of the nest. Other dragons come to us to settle disputes and solve hard problems. They know we're fair and impartial because we're the smartest, and because none of them can offer us anything as a bribe. We're loved, respected, and looked up to. We can go anywhere in the nest, any time, and get a warm welcome. They all love us because they know we protect them unselfishly.

"In battle, we guard the other dragons. They go in and grab the food for the Mother, and fight the close-quarters battles. We go head-to-head with the heavy weapons, the torches, the big targets that affect the whole battle. We never take prey; we keep ourselves light and free to strike quickly."

"You're talking about raiding human villages, like Berk," Astrid said heatedly.

"That's where the food is," Toothless replied.

"You're talking about turning us into killers," she went on.

Toothless lowered his head to look her in the eyes. "You already _are_ a killer. You've spent your whole life training and practicing to be a killer. It's just a question of who you choose to kill."

Hiccup cut in. "Are you saying we're going to change so much that we won't have a problem killing people?"

"The first raid is the hardest," Toothless said. "You'll bend over backwards, go to absurd lengths, even take dangerous risks, to avoid shooting a human. But when you see one of your dragon friends taken down by a net or a spear, you'll know what to do."

"Will we have to raid Berk?" Hiccup asked.

After a long pause, Toothless said, "Until Berk is in your comfort zone, you can leave the group and do some fishing or hunting while the others do the raiding. Bring back some food to show that you weren't wasting your time. Or maybe they'll send you to some other village. The dragons will understand. The day will eventually come when Berk will be just one more human village to you."

"You don't seriously think we'll ever feel good about attacking our own town, our own people?" Astrid asked in disbelief.

"You're going to outlive everyone in that town by a huge margin," Toothless replied. "In eighty or a hundred years, do you think the people you know will still be there? They'll be a bunch of strangers to you. Berk will be just another village." That brought silence to the group.

"It all sounds so... cold-blooded," Hiccup finally said.

"I hate that term," Toothless replied. "We dragons are warm-blooded; I don't know where people got the idea we weren't. But I know what you meant, and all I can say is, we do what we have to do. The Mother demands it."

"What's this 'Mother' you keep mentioning?" Hiccup asked, leaning forward.

Toothless took a deep breath. "The Mother rules the nest. She is huge and terrible; she could swallow all three of us at once and still be hungry. She has the power to make us go out, and the power to call us back. If we don't bring enough food to satisfy her... some of us get eaten. Her rule is simple: _bring_ food or _be_ food. We all avoid her if we possibly can."

"Is that why you raid our villages?" Hiccup wondered. "Just so you can feed this mother dragon?"

"Most of us don't even like the taste of the animals we take from the villages," Toothless nodded. "Once she is satisfied, that's when we can hunt for our own food. No one likes the Mother, but we have no power against her calls."

"What happens if she calls while we're all still here?" Astrid asked quietly.

"When she calls, you'll have to go. You'll know the way. I can't fly, so I'll be here when you come back."

Hiccup understood what he meant. He would stay here, unable to find food and unable to escape a Viking hunting party.

Helpless.
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"...and that's how dragon society functions. Any questions?"

Hiccup had one. "Toothless, how does that transformation thing work?"

Toothless sighed. "You and your curiosity. I hope you never change, but sometimes...

"The transformation works like this. You blow out a special fireball, which flattens into a thin disc; the mechanics are different for each dragon species. You consciously dump all your Power into it. Then you focus your mind completely on the change you want to see happen. When you make contact with the disc, you change. It happens quickly, but it takes your mind a minute or so to recover from the side effects, so it's best done either on the ground or at high altitude."

"That sounds pretty simple," Hiccup commented.

"That's just the big picture; it's a _lot_ more complicated to actually _do_ it," Toothless replied. "Changing one thing into another isn't an easy process. I'll start explaining it to you when we get some slack time; it's not something you need to know right away."

"Can that change be anything at all?" Astrid was suddenly very interested.

"Anything except to reverse the results of another transformation. When Power opposes Power, you get the biggest fireball you can imagine. If you tried to use your Power to turn yourselves back into humans, you'd destroy yourselves, and half of this cove as well. Please don't try it."

"So we really are stuck like this," she said, her head drooping.

"Is it really that bad for you?" Hiccup asked compassionately.

Her eyes narrowed. "How could you ask a question like that? You left _nothing_ behind! I had a family! I had friends! I had a life and a future! I came _this_ close to winning dragon training! If it wasn't for you and your cheating tricks, I would have been the hero of the village!"

"They were _not_ cheating tricks!" Hiccup retorted angrily. "I just learned more about dragons than anybody else, thanks to Toothless, that's all! It was like knowing a shot limit, or finding a blind spot. Are those things cheating?"

His voice softened. "I'm sorry about the people you left behind. Like you said, I left nobody, or almost nobody, and I'm sorry enough about that. And I'm sorry you had a life and you can't go back to it. I left my life behind, too. But I'll be honest – I'm not even a little bit sorry about that.

"Look at me, Astrid. Don't look at me and see a dragon; look at me and see Hiccup! I can fly! I can make fire and put it right where I want it! I can catch fish, and do things I never even dreamed of! _And I can do them without messing up twenty times first!_ Can you even imagine how that makes me feel? Me, Hiccup – I'm doing things _right!_ For the first time in my _life!_ It's like a dream!

"You never had to struggle like that. You're _used_ to doing things right. You worked and you trained and you practiced, and you became the town's best young warrior! I did the best I could, and I was never anything but... Hiccup."

He took a deep breath. "Toothless was right. I miss my dad and some of my friends, but I don't want to go back. This is a better life than anything Berk ever offered me. I know you don't feel that way, but please stop talking about Berk and being human as if that's all there is."

Her mouth fell open. "I can't believe what I'm hearing! You've been a dragon for, what, _two days?_ And you're ready to leave behind everything you've ever known? Are you _serious?_"

"Yes," he said emphatically. "I've been Hiccup the Useless for a lot longer than two days, so I know what I'm giving up. I don't know everything about being a Night Fury, but it _has_ to be better than what I used to be. Go ahead and try to find your way back, but if you find a way, I'm not taking it. I'm a dragon now. I can be competent, confident, successful... I might even be happy."

When Astrid had first met Toothless in this cove a few days ago, Hiccup had introduced them as though they ought to be friends. She had given him a shocked, angry, betrayed look, just before she ran away. Somehow, her Night Fury face conveyed that same look to him now, just before she ran away again.

"Dat da-dah, I'm dead," he sighed.

"She won't leave the cove," Toothless told him. "Give her time."

Hiccup turned to face him squarely. "We might not have that much time! The Vikings could find us here any minute, and then what do we do? Or what if this Mother dragon decides today's the day to call all the dragons in? You say I'll know the way, but what do I do when I get there? Just fly in and say, 'Hi, Mom, I'm home'?"

He paced back and forth. "Astrid can barely fly, and you can't fly at all. That leaves a lot on my shoulders, and I'm still _totally_ new at this."

"You may be new at it, but you learn very fast," Toothless answered. "Amazingly fast. Everything I've taught you just comes naturally to you. There isn't much more for me to teach; it's just a question of you practicing and working out the details. Like you said – from now on, I'm treating you like a dragon and nothing else, because that's what you really are. Congratulations."

"Gee, thanks, I won't let it go to my head," Hiccup said. "But speaking of details, can you glide across the cove again? I want to watch how you use your sub-wings in a glide."

"Okay, we've got some time." Toothless climbed as high on the rock walls as he could, turned, and launched himself into the air. He knew he'd be fine as long as he glided straight and level, but as soon as he tried to turn, he'd lose control and crash. He looked for a landing zone that was right in front of him.

He noticed Hiccup staring at him intently. Suddenly, the other dragon shot out a blue fireball. What was he doing? The ball turned into a colorful, crackling disc right in front of him. _Oh, no._

He couldn't turn. He couldn't climb. He couldn't do anything except fly right into it. Was Hiccup turning him back into a human to destroy him, to get revenge on Astrid's behalf? _He doesn't know how to control_ –

His senses were overwhelmed by the overload. He was aware of falling into the water, so he held his breath until he could think straight. And when he could think straight, he was furious.

He stormed up to Hiccup, shaking the water off as he went. "You _idiot!_ What were you trying to _do?_ Do you think the Power is some kind of toy for you to play with? It's meant to help dragonkind, you get _one_ chance, _you're_ playing around without knowing what you're doing, and now you've wasted it! You did _nothing_ with it, and it's gone forever!" He lashed his tail angrily.

His TAIL!

He spun in shock, and stared at the two perfect tail fins that gracefully fanned open and closed.

"I hope you like it, bud," Hiccup said shakily. "You did say dragons use the Power to heal serious injuries, in themselves or in a friend."

Toothless turned back to face Hiccup. He was speechless. He looked back at his tail again for a moment. Finally, he asked, "How did you _do_ that? I only gave you the broadest overview..."

"It's like you said. This stuff comes naturally to me. I figured it was worth a shot."

Toothless shook his head in amazement, mingled with a bit of dismay. "You were supposed to use the Power to make a new Night Fury."

"I did, sort of," Hiccup said. "You thought you were as good as dead because you couldn't fly, so now you're kind of alive again. Isn't that almost as good as making a new one?"

They stared at each other in wide-eyed silence. Hiccup expected his friend to leap into the air and fly, but he just stared. At last, Hiccup nodded and opened himself for TrueSight. Toothless' only emotion was a soft-solid wall of gratitude, like the fog that fills Berk's harbor early on a summer morning, colored around the edges with amazement at Hiccup's achievement. Hiccup was mostly feeling relief. Relief that he'd taken a chance and succeeded, and also relief that he had righted an old wrong.

"What old wrong was that?" Toothless asked when the moment passed.

Hiccup braced himself. "Buddy, there's something you need to know about how you lost your tail."

Toothless smiled. "I knew that. I always knew. It wasn't a coincidence that you were the only one who came looking for me in the woods."

"And you weren't mad at me? You never..."

"That was in the middle of a war," Toothless answered softly. "We were trying our best to destroy each other, and sometimes people get hurt that way. I knew it was nothing personal. When you offered me peace in the middle of that war, the least I could do was forgive."

Hiccup leaned forward until his head rested against Toothless' head. "Bud, if I'd known you, I never would have taken that shot."

Toothless closed his eyes. "But if you didn't take the shot, you never would have known me."

They remained in that position for a very long time.

Then, suddenly, Toothless grinned and broke the contact. "Okay, hot shot! Now I can give you a _real_ flying lesson! Catch me if you can!" The two Night Furies sprang into the air at once, and from then until nightfall, they whipped and darted back and forth so quickly, it was impossible to tell which was which. From her sulking place among the trees, Astrid watched them and felt a quick pang of envy.

Hiccup was quite overmatched in their games of aerial tag, but he watched his friend closely. His technical mind could appreciate how the slight twist of a wingtip, or a change in the angle of the leading edge of a wing, could give Toothless his unmatched maneuverability. He began adding skill to his flying instincts. As the sun went down that night, Toothless was still the better flier, but he clearly had a rival.

But for Toothless, it wasn't about winning or losing, or even about teaching. It was just about the sheer, exuberant, lost-and-found joy of _flying!_
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Astrid was flying better, although she hadn't caught up with Hiccup yet. The two of them had had a quiet talk the previous night, and now they told Toothless what they wanted to do.

"I think it's a bad idea," Toothless said. "Really bad. No Viking is ever supposed to see a Night Fury, you could get hurt, they probably won't believe you, and what good will it do?"

"I don't know about that, Toothless," Hiccup replied. "The last time a Viking saw a Night Fury, it didn't turn out so bad, did it?"

"One point for Hiccup. I still don't think they'll believe you."

"We'll _make_ them believe us," Astrid said earnestly. "We know these people; we know how to talk to them. And I have to do this, I really do."

"Fine," Toothless muttered. "I suppose I ought to follow you, just in case you make a mess of things and need help."

"We'd be glad for the backup, as long as they don't see you," Hiccup nodded. "It's going to be hard enough to explain ourselves, never mind you."

Snotlout, Fishlegs, Ruffnut and Tuffnut had finished the arduous hike up to The Cliffs, their favorite spot to camp out on the rare nights when they had nothing else to do. The rocky promontory had a name on the map, but to seven generations of Viking teens, it was known only as The Cliffs. It was a flat spot on the coast north of Berk village, with a charming view of the sunset and plenty of room for camp fires and tents. They'd been planning this trip for a week.

"This is going to be awesome!" Snotlout said.

"It's not the same without Astrid," Ruffnut complained.

"She'll turn up pretty soon," Tuffnut said. "She probably sprained her ankle and it's taking her a while to get back home. Or something like that."

"I kind of miss Hiccup, too," Fishlegs observed. They all glared at him through narrowed eyes. "Well, I don't mean I 'miss him' miss him, I just... notice when he's not around." They all agreed on that. They pitched their tents, spread out their sleeping rolls, and gathered firewood for a fire. The sun had set and the stars were out by the time they were ready.

"Okay, who brought the flint and steel?" Ruffnut asked. They all looked at each other blankly.

"It's not my fault; I brought it last time," Lout said.

"If you think I'm hiking all the way back down to get that," Tuff replied, "and then hiking all the way back up again, you're crazy!"

Ruff began to lose her cool. "Well, somebody has to –" They suddenly heard a soft "pfft" sound, and a tiny blue ball of light shot out of the darkness into their campfire. There was a flash, and the wood was blazing instantly.

"What... was that?" Snotlout was on his feet in a moment, looking nervously into the darkness.

"Something weird is happening here," Tuffnut quavered.

Suddenly, Fishlegs was frantically pointing and mouthing the words, "Over there! Over there!" They looked, and saw the light of the campfire reflected in two huge pale-green eyes. They backed away, but then they heard a twig break behind them, and there was another pair of eyes.

"We're surrounded," Lout whispered, looking very scared.

"Thank you, Captain Obvious," Ruff hissed back. "Fishlegs, what are they?"

"Uhhh, they're big, and black, and... they're staring at us."

"That's not very helpful," Tuff whispered.

One of the creatures made a mournful sound and slowly advanced toward them. The four were close to panic before it stopped and extended a foreleg.

"It's sharpening its claws on the rock before it kills us!" Snotlout moaned in terror.

"No, it's..." Fishlegs stared. "It's writing! It's scratching runes on the rocks!" They all stared.

I AM HICCUP

They heard scratching from behind them, and chanced a look back. The other creature was also marking the rocks.

I AM ASTRID

"Okay, this just went from 'weird' to 'totally weird'," Tuff noted.

"There's just one problem," Fishlegs said to no one in particular. "That isn't Hiccup and Astrid. It's two big black things."

Both creatures scratched out another message. The one that called itself Hiccup wrote –

DRAGON MAGIC

while the other one had written –

IT'S US, YOU IDIOTS!

"Okay, that _could_ be Astrid," Ruff decided.

"Wait a minute!" Fishlegs exclaimed. "He said dragon magic! That means they're dragons! They might be..." His voice dropped to a whisper. "...Night Furies!"

"O-h-h-h... we are _so_ dead," Snotlout moaned.

"They aren't acting dangerous," Fishlegs observed. "They're being kind of tame and nice, for big black things."

"Or it's all a trick," Tuff scoffed. "How can we trust a dragon?"

The Astrid dragon made an exasperated snort and wrote –

RUFF, TUFF, HOW WOULD I KNOW  
>YOUR NAMES IF IT WASN'T ME?<p>

"I'm almost convinced," Ruff said. "I can't figure it out, but that really could be her. Somehow."

"Now we're up to 'beyond weird'," Tuff noted.

"But how do we know about the other one?" Lout objected. "Hey, black thing, if you're really Hiccup, prove it by messing something up."

The Hiccup dragon shook its head. It backed away a step and wrote again –

TELL OUR PARENTS WE ARE OKAY  
>TELL THEM WE RAN AWAY<br>WE WON'T BE COMING BACK

"That's not going to go over well," Ruff said.

"At least it's a message," Fishlegs added. "The Hoffersons have been so worried about her! Maybe they won't worry... quite so much. The chief will be glad to get some news, too."

"They want us to lie for them?" Tuff demanded. "Why can't we just tell everybody the truth?"

"For one thing, nobody would believe us," his sister rebutted. She was about to give him a shove when they saw the Hiccup dragon scratching again. It drew a rough picture of a Night Fury. Then, with three swift strokes, it drew a spear plunged into it.

"Yeah, that would be bad," Fishlegs agreed. "So, uhhh, Hiccup, what are you going to do?"

FLY AWAY  
>DO DRAGON THINGS<br>GOODBYE

That brought silence. Slowly, fearfully, Ruffnut stepped toward the Astrid dragon. She stopped just out of arm's length. The dragon's eyes grew very wide.

"Astrid, if that's really you, I'm going to miss you." The dragon let out a low, sad moan. "Be careful, and... please be careful." She held up a hand in a farewell wave. The dragon held up a paw in a matching gesture.

Hesitantly, Ruffnut made a fist and held it out. The dragon reached forward and gently batted her fist, in an imitation of Astrid and Ruff's fist-bump.

"Oh, gods, it _is_ her!" Ruff turned away, hoping the night would hide her tears from her brother's malicious gaze.

Fishlegs watched to see if anyone would approach the Hiccup dragon. When no one else did, he started to take a step, but both dragons turned away, leaped into the air, and were quickly lost in the night.
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The three Night Furies flew effortlessly across the sea together. They had spent a few more days in the cove to make sure Astrid's flying skills were up to the task before them. Her reluctance to do anything dragon-like had finally run into another trait of hers that swept all before it: competitiveness. The idea that Hiccup had become a much better flier than her was intolerable. She had to work harder at things that came naturally to him. But the same drive that had led her to hours-long axe-throwing sessions in the woods also led her to hours-long flight practice sessions in the cove, and a human observer would see no difference in their flying skills now. The trio had launched themselves into the sky early that morning, leaving the cove behind forever.

Their destination: the dragons' nest.

"We have to talk about names," Toothless called. "Dragons don't use names like humans do. Our names for each other are descriptive; they can even change if the dragon changes. You're going to meet dragons with names like Nadder-blue-white-and-black-laughs-loud, or Gronckle-brown-spot-sleeps-in-the-morning. If you don't know a dragon's name, just call them by what they look like; no one gets offended by that. It takes all the stress out of remembering names."

"That's a mouthful," Astrid said.

"It would be, if you were speaking Norse or some other human language. But our dragon voices are so expressive, and our ears are so sensitive, we can say all that in the time it would take a human to say 'Hiccup'."

"What about our names?" Hiccup asked.

"My name has always been Night-fury, because I was the only one in the nest. Hiccup, I think we'll call you New-night-fury, and Astrid will be Small-night-fury. If anyone asks where you came from or where you've spent your lives, tell the truth."

"It won't upset them to have _humans_ in their midst?" Astrid wondered.

"They know where most Night Furies come from, and you aren't humans any more. Besides, it's easier to remember the truth than to try to keep a bunch of lies and deceptions straight. I don't know why people think dragons can't be trusted; we don't do much lying."

"I'm not surprised," Hiccup agreed. "Half a second of TrueSight would give it all away."

"True," Toothless said, "Astrid, I'm not pressuring you, but is there a reason you refuse to share TrueSight with me?"

"I'm just not comfortable with it," she said. "The whole idea, not just you. Feelings are... personal."

"I understand what you mean," Hiccup nodded, "but it's kind of liberating to let yourself be truly known, fears and all. I'm not sure that keeping our true selves secret from the world is such a great idea."

"You would take the dragons' side," she muttered.

"It's a good side to be on, seeing how you're a dragon," Toothless added. "Your position is like you've been given an extra set of eyes, and you're keeping them tightly closed."

"As long as I can see where I'm going, I'll be fine," she said.

Toothless suddenly banked down and away from them. "Tuna!" he shouted. A moment later, he fired a blast into the sea below them. It burst just below the surface, sending up a fountain of spray. A few moments later, several large fish floated to the surface, stunned.

"Each of you, grab one!" he shouted as he skimmed the water, reached down with his front feet, and nabbed a fish for himself. "These will get us into the nest with no problems."

"I thought Night Furies never brought food back," Hiccup asked as he circled.

"Any time a group of dragons enters the nest, the Mother may expect a gift," Toothless explained. "When we're part of a larger raiding group, the others bring the food. But when it's just us three, we better bring something ourselves, just to be safe." The other two siezed their fish, and they flew on.

They finally approached a scary-looking island, wreathed in fog and surrounded by odd-looking rock formations. "Finding the lower entrance is not easy," Toothless warned them. "Slow down and fly behind me in single file. We'll probably have to do this several times before you learn the way yourselves."

Hiccup was reminded of the rocks he and Toothless had barely avoided hitting on their first flight together. He tried to look for landmarks, but all the rocks looked the same. They swooped and curved around eight or nine huge stones before the island itself came into view.

"Here we go!" Toothless called. "Stay close to me until we land. If the Mother comes up to check you out, fly straight and level. Don't do anything to draw her attention." They swept into a small crevice in a sheer rock wall, and plunged into a rough tunnel that opened out into the nest itself.

The nest was a huge cave, lit by a dim red light. Ledges and small caves lined the walls and several great spires that rose up from below. The floor of the cavern couldn't be seen; it was covered in a thick yellow smoke. Above them, like an enormous chimney, was the empty cone of a volcano.

The ledges and caves were occupied by dragons of all kinds. Hiccup and Astrid pulled closer to Toothless for safety, even though they realized the foolishness of dragons depending on a dragon to protect them from dragons. Hiccup was suddenly struck by the enormity of the changes he had already accepted in his life. He was completely surrounded by creatures he had been raised to hate and trained to kill, and he was hoping they would accept him.

He felt like all their eyes were on him. As though reading his thoughts, Toothless called, "Take a good look! This is your village, this is your tribe, and these are your people." He dropped his fish into the yellow smoke; the other two did likewise.

After a moment, the smoke stirred. Hiccup stifled a scream as a dragon head bigger than his father's house rose out of the smoke. It looked around for a moment, fastened its eyes on him and Astrid, and stretched closer to them.

"_Straight_ and _level!_" Toothless reminded him. Hiccup didn't dare look at that huge head, so he stared fixedly at Toothless. He heard and felt the huge thing take several sniffs; then it descended back into the smoke.

"She was checking your scent to see if she recognized you," Toothless explained. "Whatever she was testing you for, you passed. Let's land over there." He glided to an empty ledge and landed lightly. Hiccup joined him, with his usual less-than-graceful landing, and Astrid landed a moment later, as easily as Toothless did.

"Hiccup, does your father seriously think he can take this place?" she asked.

"There's a lot he doesn't know," Hiccup nodded. "A _lot_."

Suddenly they were joined on the ledge by a fluttering blue Deadly Nadder. "Night-fury, you're back! We hadn't seen you in weeks; we thought something bad happened!"

"I had a little trouble, but I'm back now, Nadder-all-blue-talks-all-the-time. I brought some friends, too."

"Ohhh! My goodness – I can't believe it! Two more Night Furies! This is the best news I've heard all year! I'm so happy to meet you, uhhh..."

Hiccup decided it was time to start pretending he knew what he was doing. "I'm New-night-fury, and this is Small-night-fury. We're moving in, I guess."

"Well, I know you're going to like it here," the Nadder went on. "It's a safe nest with lots of room, and we all look out for each other, and... oh, I can't believe it! _Three_ Night Furies! This is going to change _everything!_ I need to go spread the news!" She flapped off toward a cluster of small caves.

"She'll take care of the introductions," Toothless said with a shrug. "News spreads fast in here. We'll probably start having company in a few minutes, and it won't let up for an hour or more, so catch your breath now."

Their first visitor was an old, fat Gronckle who nearly hit the wall when he landed. "What's this I hear about some new Night Furies?" he demanded.

"You're standing right next to them, Gronckle-grouchy-questions-everything. Say hello."

The fat dragon squinted, waddled over to them, and sniffed. "Never saw you before. Where are you from?"

_Here it comes, the moment of truth,_ Hiccup thought. "We're from Berk village."

"Village!" The Gronckle almost tripped over the word. "You mean you used to be humans?"

"Yes, we did. Tooth – I mean Night-fury transformed us."

"He got _two_ of you? That sounds like a story I'd like to hear. Maybe another day. But if he vouches for you, that's good enough for me. Welcome to the nest. Night-fury, it's good to see you back." The Gronckle turned and buzzed away.

He had barely left when three big Monstrous Nightmares appeared. One landed, forcing Hiccup and Astrid to make room on the ledge, while the other two flapped nearby. Hiccup was forcefully reminded that, if his ride with Toothless and Astrid hadn't ended so abruptly, he had been due to kill a Monstrous Nightmare in the ring. Now he was staring up at one as the bigger dragons checked them out.

"It's true what the Nadder told us," one of them said in a rather young-sounding voice. "We've got three Night Furies now! _That'll_ give those Vikings something to think about! Hey, guys, welcome to the nest. It's kind of dark, but we're cool here. Most of us." The other two echoed his greeting; then they had to glide aside to make room for a small flock of Nadders who all wanted to land at once. A swarm of Gronckles hovered in the background, waiting their turn.

When they finally had a short break, Hiccup whispered to Toothless, "You weren't kidding about the visitors! These guys must be desperate for news if they think _I'm_ interesting."

"They're desperate for safety," Toothless answered. "You have no idea how they look up to us. You're doing well, by the way. Just be honest, be yourselves, and enjoy the attention. It only gets better."

Hiccup couldn't help thinking, _Since when did being myself make __anything__ better?_ "How are you holding up, Astrid? I mean, Small-night-fury?"

"This is just so weird!" she exclaimed. "I spent my whole life training to kill dragons, and now they're welcoming me to their village! They seem so nice, too. Most of them, anyway. They're like people, only they're not."

"Hold on a minute." Hiccup saw something on the other side of the cavern that bothered him. Eight or nine young Nadders had formed a moving sphere around a small Gronckle, and whenever the rock-like dragon tried to escape, one of them would kick it or tail-slap it back into the middle. He'd been on the receiving end of that kind of bullying, and he hated it; he realized he also hated watching it. "Toothless, Astrid, I'll be right back." He stepped off the ledge and glided over to the other side.

He circled the sphere once, quickly, then landed on a nearby outcrop. All the young dragons were watching him, as were a few adults on adjacent ledges. "I don't like what I'm seeing," he began.

"We were just having a little fun," the Nadders' ringleader said.

"Were you having fun, Gronckle-in-the-middle?"

"Not much."

Hiccup looked at each of the Nadders in turn. "Why don't you find a game that makes everybody happy?"

After a moment, one of them said, "Hey, let's play follow-the-leader in the lower reaches!" The Nadders gracefully sped away. The young Gronckle watched them go, then turned back to Hiccup. "Thank you, New-night-fury."

"You're welcome. What's your real name?"

"Gronckle-short-tail-thinks-too-hard."

_Thinks too hard. The butt of all jokes. This dragon is just like me_. "Don't ever stop thinking. We need all the good new ideas we can get. And don't let the others get you down." _And don't tell anybody I feel like I have more in common with a Gronckle than with most of the people in my old village._

"Okay." The young dragon buzzed away, shouting, "Mom! Mom! Guess who just talked to me?"

Hiccup flew back to his ledge, where he was greeted by a Zippleback and two more Nadders. After they left, Toothless confronted him. "Do you know what you did wrong down there?"

"Uhh, no..." _Here it comes._

"Absolutely nothing! That's the kind of thing everyone expects from a Night Fury. You nailed it! Now you've got a good reputation to go along with their high hopes for you."

"All I did was what you said. It bothered me, seeing them picking on the misfit. It reminded me of me."

"You're a leader in your community, New-night-fury; you're not a misfit anymore."

"And that's another thing, Toothless. You kept going on and on about how nice dragons are. How come I ran into a pack of bullies on my first day here?"

"Maybe I painted too rosy a picture," Toothless admitted. "Most dragons are nicer than most people, but we aren't perfect. We've got a few bullies, and slackers, and cowards, and boasters, and the occasional drama queen. That's one reason why we need Night Furies to oversee the nest, and it's why you'll do so well here. You've had so much practice with a society full of those types, you'll have no problems handling the tiny number of them we have here. You just _proved_ that you know how to handle them. This is the life you were meant for."

New-night-fury looked around at all the dragons who were thinking kind thoughts about him, and wondered if Night-fury might somehow be right.
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In the middle of the night, Hiccup awoke, feeling like insects were buzzing behind his eyes and inside his teeth. He shook his head, trying to make the feeling go away. He heard Toothless and Astrid stirring beside him.

"Up and at 'em," Toothless groaned. "That's the go-out signal we're feeling. The Mother is hungry. That obnoxious feeling fades once we get far enough away from the nest." All around them, they could hear dragons stirring and launching themselves into the air. As they took flight, they would spiral upwards along the walls and up the volcanic cone. There were no mid-air collisions, even among the clumsy Gronckles. When Toothless joined the pattern, Hiccup and Astrid followed him.

In the cold air above the island, the dragons milled about in a cloud. A Monstrous Nightmare bellowed for attention. "Listen up, everyone! Here's the plan. Everyone who was nesting on the east side, you're going to the place of the big spears. Everyone on the west, we're going to the place with the circles. Fly carefully, and good hunting!"

Toothless turned to his friends. "Hiccup, you go with that group, to the place of the big spears. Astrid, I think you should stay with me on this first raid. There are some things I haven't had a chance to teach you yet."

"Toothless, you're sending me _alone?!_ I've never done this before! I'm going to mess it up for sure!"

"No, you won't," Toothless answered. "Hiccup messes things up. New-night-fury is an awesome fighting dragon. I've seen what you can do. I know you'll do just fine." He tapped Hiccup's wingtip with his own. "Make sure they all know you're there. Make me proud!" Toothless turned away to follow his group, with Astrid close behind him.

Hiccup joined a flock of about fifty dragons, feeling scared and out of place. _Make sure they all know I'm here? I think I can do __that__ right._ He flew a swooping zigzag course above the flock, working his way toward the front of the formation. Soon he could hear them passing the word around – "We've got a Night Fury this time!" "New-night-fury is with us!" "There he is! We're safe now!" He was staggered and humbled to think that he, _Hiccup,_ could have such an effect on such powerful creatures. Could he be worthy of such trust?

In the center of the flock was a green Zippleback whose heads were snapping out orders to the others. She seemed to be in charge, so Hiccup flew close to her. "Excuse me, but what can you tell me about this place with the big spears?"

One head turned to face him. "It's a human place. It's not on the water, so there are no fish, but they have plenty of four-legged livestock. It got its name because someone there throws big spears at us. We've never seen him, but we see the spears. If they hit us in the wings or the tail, they make nasty wounds. If they hit the neck or the body..." She didn't finish the thought.

"I'll do what I can," Hiccup promised, and resumed his sweeping course. _I just committed to killing a powerful warrior. Can I do this? Do I __want__ to do this?_

By the time the village came into view, he was in out in front of the formation. His huge, night-adapted eyes scanned the scene. He could see the houses with their fire-pits banked low, the tradesmen's buildings, the storage sheds, and six big catapults spread equally around the town. Those catapults were his first targets.

He went through the mental checklist Toothless had taught him to use before every attack:

_Entry route?_ Straight ahead.  
><em>Other dragons getting in the way?<em> None; they're all behind me.  
><em>Target?<em> The nearest catapult.  
><em>Nearby defenses?<em> I don't see any.  
><em>Exit route?<em> That way.  
><em>Emergency escape route?<em> Over that way.  
><em>Fires ready?<em> He sparked the beginnings of a fireball.

Here we go!

He folded his wings and dove. He felt his speed building up, heard the telltale whistle of air rushing between wings and sub-wings. The diving attack didn't just make him a hard target; the faster and longer he dove, the more power it gave to his fireball. He felt his fires rising, controlled them, focused on his target...

He heard his own voice echoing in his mind: "This thing never steals food, never shows itself, and never misses." _Now 'this thing' is __me__._

He fired. A second later, the catapult was blasted to bits. It hadn't even been manned yet, which made him glad; he hadn't had to hurt anybody. Behind him, the other dragons poured into the village.

He swooped upward and searched for his next target. Torches were being lit all over the town; men and women rushed to the defenses or tried to fight back. He saw another catapult nearby, and close to it was an odd-looking device on a wheeled frame. Hiccup's technical mind analyzed it, figured out how it worked, guessed what it was used for... He turned on a wingtip, dove at the machine, and blew it into smoking fragments.

As he pulled out of his dive, the Zippleback leader crossed in front of him. "New-night-fury, did my eyes deceive me, or did you just miss that catapult?"

"Neither one, Two-heads-green-very-bossy," Hiccup called back. "That machine I hit – that's what throws the big spears. I'm sure they have others; I'll be hunting them down."

"Oh! In that case, thank you!" The raid was in full swing now. All over the town, Hiccup could see the burning-bright shafts of Nadder fire, the flashing bolts from the Gronckles, the spreading rivers of flame from the Nightmares, and the occasional glowing blast from a Zippleback. He could hear the shouts of the men fighting back. It was such a familiar sound. It used to be good news to his ears, but things had changed.

He wrecked another catapult, then blew out a large torch that was ruining his night vision. It was thrilling, to turn his full power loose and see what he could really do! He circled the town for a few seconds until he saw another spear machine. This one was manned and was being aimed at somebody. Hiccup hesitated for a moment, then narrowed his eyes and rolled into his dive. He heard someone scream, "Night Fury! Hit the dirt!" The machine's crew threw themselves flat on the ground just before his fireball hit. The flaming debris flew harmlessly over them, but the blast would probably leave them half-deaf for hours.

He spent the next half hour searching for and destroying anything that looked like a threat to the other dragons. Five of the six catapults would have to be rebuilt from the foundations up, and he took out a third spear machine. He wasn't sure if he'd hit any people; he hoped not. He didn't stop until he saw the dragons leaving with their prey.

He found Two-heads-green-very-bossy and asked how the raid had gone.

"In terms of food, not bad. A few of us are coming back light, but the Mother should be happy. In terms of losses, two Nadders and two Gronckles aren't coming back."

"I'm sorry to hear that," Hiccup said. He realized that some of those Nadders and Gronckles might have been the ones who were so excited to meet him earlier in the day.

"New-night-fury, don't you understand what that means? We usually lose nine or ten when we raid the place of the big spears! Any losses are sad, but four is _much_ better than we expected. And no one saw any big spears at all!" She slid sideways in the air and tapped his wingtip with hers. "Either you're an excellent fighter, or you're good luck. Either way, thank you!"

"Yes, thank you!" said a nearby Nadder, who also sideslipped and tapped wingtips with him. He quickly caught on to what was expected of him. He made his way around the entire flock, collecting wing-taps and thanks from everyone he met, especially the large dragons who would have been prime targets for the big spears. They treated him like some kind of hero.

He felt very, very good. His unique mix of dragon abilities and human experience had proved very useful tonight. He hadn't messed up, he'd saved some lives, and he'd made Toothless proud.

With a jolt, he realized something else. He'd done exactly what Toothless would have done, with little thought or hesitation. Aside from figuring out what the spear machines did, there had been nothing of Hiccup in his thoughts at all. This was only his first raid. How long would it take before Hiccup was completely gone, and only New-night-fury was left?
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Toothless and Astrid flew an easy criss-cross pattern above the dragons who were headed for the place with the circles. They were dark dragons on a dark night, but sensitive dragon eyes could see them, and their presence had quite an effect on those dragons. Astrid heard comments like, "Two Night Furies! That's never happened before!" "We've got two! I'm feeling better about this already." "That's Night-fury and one of the new ones. This ought to be good."

Toothless used the flight time to teach Astrid his attack checklist. "This was taught to me by the Night Fury who transformed me and taught me, and it's served me well for many years. It'll serve you well, too, but only if you stick to it."

"Would I be right in guessing that your mentor didn't stick to it?" she asked.

Toothless didn't answer for a moment. "He messed it up once, just _once_. He didn't choose an emergency escape route. When a squad of men ran out of a building right in front of him as he pulled out of his dive, he didn't have any other place to go. He flew right into a volley of spears." He shook his head. "I haven't thought about him in a long time. It's been just me, for so long... We're getting close. I need to focus on the job.

"They call this the place with the circles because the Vikings built circular stone corrals to hide their sheep in. It makes our raiders' jobs difficult. This village doesn't use heavy fixed catapults like Berk does; they use smaller ones on wheels. That makes _our_ job difficult – each time we visit, we never know where our main targets are.

"Astrid, I know you don't want to shoot any people, so you go in first. Hit the catapults before they're manned. I'll watch from above. Once you're out of unmanned targets, meet me above the town and we'll decide what happens next. Okay?"

"I guess so." She still wasn't crazy about the idea of attacking other Vikings.

"There's the village, straight ahead. Remember your checklist. Gain some altitude, and go get 'em!"

She flapped a few times to gain height. She could see the village now, heartbreakingly similar to Berk and yet very different. She searched until she found a catapult.

_Entry route?_ Curving gently to the left.  
><em>Other dragons getting in the way?<em> There shouldn't be; I'm the first one in.  
><em>Target?<em> That catapult.  
><em>Nearby defenses?<em> Doesn't look that way.  
><em>Exit route?<em> Straight out and up.  
><em>Fires ready?<em> She prepared her firebolt.

Here we go! She dove. Her angle was a bit too shallow; she'd pick a steeper path next time. Her target was unmanned. It couldn't escape.

Escape. _Where was her emergency escape route? _She'd forgotten part of her checklist already!

She looked from side to side desperately. If her main exit route became too dangerous, she had to have a Plan B. Just continuing her curve to the left would be good enough. But in looking around, she'd interrupted the flow of air across her growing fireball. It wouldn't be strong enough now.

She fired. Pieces flew off the catapult, and it began to burn. But she knew that wasn't good enough. When she'd fought fires on Berk, she'd seen the devastation that came from a full-strength Night Fury firebolt. Her first real attempt wasn't even in the same league.

Toothless met her as she zoomed up. "Astrid –"

"Yeah, I know what I did wrong! I'm going to try again." Without waiting for his answer, she flipped over, found another catapult, and dove on it.

This time, she did it according to the list, and was rewarded with a satisfactory explosion. _That_ catapult would never fire again! _It's kind of like throwing an axe, only it blows up when it hits. I can see why Hiccup likes doing this_. She zoomed up to meet Toothless.

"Much better," he smiled. "We're going to take turns now. Pick out a target or two, and wait until I climb back up here, so we don't collide in the air." He folded his wings and screamed downward towards a large night-vision torch that had just gotten lit.

She watched the scene unfolding. From above, she could see how the dragons on the outskirts of town were making quick progress, while the ones strafing the central buildings were having a harder time of it. The bursts of dragon fire marked the leading edge of the battle, while the burning houses marked where the battle had already passed. She hoped everyone had gotten out of those houses.

A brilliant blast and a flower-like spray of flying embers marked the success of Toothless' attack. He was hard to follow in the dark, even for her exceptional eyes. She spotted him as he pulled out and soared up to rejoin her.

"Your turn," he said. "It looks like our folks on the north side need the most help."

"I'm on it," she nodded. She tried to find a suitable target on that side of town. There was only one catapult in that area, and it was already manned. Well, there was nothing she could do about that. Maybe they'd hear her whistling dive and yell, "Get down!"

She went through her checklist again and folded her wings. As she dove, she watched the catapult's crew wind the arm down and reload it. Then they looked up for a moment, and threw themselves to the ground. Her shot tore their weapon apart; she couldn't tell if any of the crew had gotten hurt.

With the catapult out of the battle, the dragons began to make some headway. Astrid returned to her original altitude and met Toothless again. He reached out his wing and tapped her wingtip. "You're doing well, for your first battle ever. I see only one more catapult, and it's mine. See if you can find something else worthy of a Night Fury's attention." He flapped away and set up for his next dive.

What else could she shoot at? The heavy weapons were gone. They didn't use many night-vision torches like Berk did, and the only one she'd seen was gone, too. Perhaps a tight cluster of warriors – _no!_ She rejected that idea immediately. She could have hit herself for even thinking it. Was she turning into a dragon or something?

She refused to even _consider_ answering that question.

On the south side of the town, the dragons had gotten all they were going to get, and were flapping away, with prey or without it. The Vikings in that area saw that they were no longer under attack, so they charged up the main street toward the north side, where the battle was still raging. If that many Vikings got into the battle at once, it wouldn't go well for the dragons there.

It would be so easy to flame them, but she couldn't. No, she _wouldn't_. Was there a difference? She'd sort that out later.

There was a tall wooden statue in the center of town. From above, she couldn't tell if it was in honor of some god, or in memory of some famous Viking. To her, it didn't matter; it would meet her needs perfectly. If it _was_ in honor of a god, hopefully that god knew her intent wasn't sacrilege. Or maybe the gods didn't care what dragons did to their statues. She'd try to sort _that_ out later, too, but not now.

She went through the checklist once more and dove. Her firebolt hit the ground at the very base of the statue and blew a crater out from under it. The statue slowly tipped over and crashed to the ground, blocking most of the street, just before the charging warriors got there. A few of them could go around it; the rest had to laboriously climb over it. Either way, their headlong charge was broken up. That was what she'd wanted. She let herself smile as she pulled out and returned to strike altitude.

She found Toothless there, waiting. "_Very_ nice work, Small-night-fury! None of the other dragons saw you do that, but I did, and I'm impressed. Let's see what else we can do."

For a moment, she couldn't say anything. She was so used to being borderline-hostile toward Toothless, and even in the heat and stress of battle, he wasn't being unkind to her at all. Had he _ever_ been unkind to her? Did he deserve the way she'd treated him? That was one more thing she'd have to sort out, once she got home.

"I'm wondering if we can do anything to those circular sheep pens," she finally said. "It looks like some of our dragons are going home empty. I don't want any Vikings to go hungry, but I don't want any dragons to get eaten alive, either."

"I've tried fireballing them in the past, but the stones are interlocked; I haven't been able to knock one down. If I did, the stones would probably land on the sheep, so there's no point in trying."

Astrid gazed at the nearest stone enclosure. "Hmmm. Maybe if we give it the old hammer-and-the-hatchet?"

"The what?"

"If one blow won't knock it down, maybe a one-two punch will do the job. Let's find a few Nadders who can pounce if this works." They found a small flock of Deadly Nadders who were hovering outside the town; they had found no prey to take.

"If we can get some sheep, that will probably save our lives!" their leader said. "What do you want us to do?"

"Watch that closest circle, and be ready to grab your prey as soon as we strike," Toothless told them.

He and Astrid quickly conferred, then dove in quick succession. Astrid did a repeat of her shot at the statue; her firebolt undermined part of the stone wall, which sagged but didn't fall. Then Toothless' shot struck the inside of that wall, and half of it crumbled into the crater that Astrid had made. Half a dozen sheep escaped through the hole; the others were stunned by the double fireball, and stayed where they were. The Nadders quickly collected the escaped livestock and flew away, grateful that the sheep and not the dragons would be a meal for the Mother tonight.

"I never could have done that alone," Toothless commented as they met again. "When it was just me, I only had enough time, and enough fires, to take out the dangerous targets. With two or three of us on the job at once, we can start rewriting the rules for what Night Furies do."

The battle on the north side began to break up at this time; evidently, the dragons there realized they were getting nowhere and were endangering themselves by trying. "Those dragons will be coming back empty," Toothless noted. "Let's break another circle so they can bring something home." They did so. This time, Toothless aimed higher inside the stone enclosure, so as not to stun so many sheep. This time, eight or nine got away... but not far.

The flock reassembled outside the town and counted noses. "Only three missing," said the Nightmare who had let the fight. "That's a _lot_ better than usual! It's good to see you back in action, Night-fury, and thank you too, Small-night-fury. I'm sure our low losses are thanks to the two of you."

"Believe me, it's good to be back!" Toothless replied. He began swinging around the formation, collecting wing-taps and thanks from all the dragons. Astrid hesitantly followed him; the others treated her the same way, to her great surprise.

They all flew home in good spirits. Most of them had managed to take some kind of prey, so the Mother would not be displeased. The Nadders spread the word about how the Night Furies had made special attacks just to bring some sheep within their reach. This was something new for Night Furies, and it made them even more popular.

"You've become quite the attack dragon, Astrid," Toothless grinned.

"I'm still not sure that's really me," she replied.

"Well, if you're _not_ an attack dragon, you're doing a great job of faking it," he said. "Except for that one misfire at the beginning, I can't say anything bad about your work tonight. You're clever, determined, brave, and an awesome fighting dragon."

When they got home, she hadn't yet decided if she should take that last part as a compliment or not. She was leaning toward accepting it.
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"Astrid, can we talk? Privately?"

Astrid was startled. For the past three days, no one had called her anything but Small-night-fury, and she was beginning to respond to her new name. If Hiccup was calling her Astrid, it might be serious. They found a ledge in the nest with no other dragons nearby.

"First off, how are you adjusting to all this?" He waved his tail at their surroundings.

"Okay, I guess. Not as well as you are," she answered. "But that's nothing new. Is something wrong?"

"I'm scared." That got her attention. As Hiccup, such an admission wouldn't have surprised her at all. She might even have expected it. But as New-night-fury, he already had a reputation for carefully calculated attacks delivered with utter fearlessness. They had all flown together on their second raid, and Toothless admitted that Hiccup had nearly mastered the Night Fury's arts. Him? Scared? That was almost scary in itself.

"Scared of what, Hiccup?"

"I'm scared of losing myself. I'm a dragon now."

She chuckled, trying to hide her nervousness. "In case you hadn't noticed, you've been a dragon for weeks. You're doing pretty well at it, too."

"No, Astrid, it's not like that! Oh, let me try to explain. You feel like you were _turned into_ a dragon, but it's not the real 'you.' When you think of yourself, you see a Viking girl with blonde hair and a spiked skirt. To yourself, that's who you are. It's not just who you _were_, or who you _want_ to be; it's your self-image.

"I'm not like that anymore. I don't feel like I was turned into a dragon; I feel like I _am_ a dragon. It's as though everything I ever was, everything I ever did, right up until Toothless transformed us, was just a bad dream that I finally woke up from. When I think of myself, I see a Night Fury, not a scrawny Viking loser. If I got turned back into a human right now, I'm not sure I'd remember how to walk on two legs, or put on a shirt, or drink out of a cup, or if I'd even want to.

"But at the same time, there's a part of me that's human. It's not a big part, but it's an important part, and it means a lot to me, because... well, I spent most of my life that way.

"My old life was no prize-winner, but it made me who I am, and I'm scared that I'm losing that part of me forever. New-night-fury is taking over, and Hiccup is fading away."

"I'm not sure I understand."

He shook his head exasperatedly. "I could show you in the blink of an eye, and you'd understand perfectly, but you won't let me."

"You mean that TrueSight thing?"

"Yeah, that's how we dragons do it."

She considered. "It's still kind of scary for me. I'm not used to other people being in my head."

He looked away. "It was probably a stupid idea anyway."

She nudged him with a paw. "Hiccup, I didn't say I _wouldn't_ do it."

He looked back at her, startled. Her eyes were wide and inviting. Maybe it was a mistake to enjoy those eyes for a moment before beginning the TrueSight, but –

In an instant, she understood his turmoil. He loved his abilities and his success as a dragon, but he didn't want to lose the core of who he was, and that core was still called Hiccup. It was as if two beings, one human and one dragon, were wrestling for dominance inside him, and a third being – his own will – was watching the struggle. The problem was, he didn't know which of the two would win. Worse, he wasn't sure which one _should_ win, or even if there should _be_ a clear winner, or how he might influence the outcome. _I can see how that would be scary,_ she thought.

She saw other things as well, around the edges of his turmoil. She saw friendship with many dragons in the nest, and a big-brotherly affection for that little green Nadder who kept following him around. He took to that naturally as well, even though he'd never been anyone's big brother before. She saw his enduring love for Toothless. And she saw how he felt about _her_. He kept an unchanging mental image of her human appearance, with her smile and her blonde braid and her bangs that kept falling in her face, the way she looked the last time she'd fought a fire in Berk. He also kept a picture of her as she was now, mentally stamped with Toothless' words, "an awesomely hot babe in the dragon world."

She blinked, and the moment ended. She stared at him, pleased and offended at the same time. "Hiccup, you devil! You aren't supposed to think about me that way!"

He hung his head. "How else should I think about you? I mean, you _are_ beautiful, and I _do_ like you, a lot. It's not like I can ask your father for your hand, you know. I mean your paw. I mean... you know what I mean, I hope."

She snorted. "We're adjusting to being dragons, we're raiding villages, we're trying to fit into a society that's strange to us... How can you even _think_ about things like that at a time like this?"

"Sorry, Astrid. I guess I'm only human."

After a moment, she swatted him with her tail. "_That's_ for the way you're thinking about me." Then she rubbed her head against his. "That's for... everything else. Sometimes I really envy you."

"You? Envy _me?_" He sounded amazed.

"You make it look so easy! You adjusted to being a dragon, you learned to fly, you learned to fish, you learned to fit into this nest, you learned to fight like a Night Fury, and it was all like, 'No big deal'. You just do it, like there's nothing to it, like you've been doing it all your life."

"Like you used to make things look easy back in Berk, back when I envied you," he replied.

"But it was never easy!" she shot back. "I had to work and train like crazy. You make it look like you were born doing it. Toothless said you should have been a dragon all along; I'm starting to wonder."

Hiccup chuckled at that. "I used to envision my dad complaining that he got the wrong offspring. Maybe he _did_ get the wrong one, and he just had no idea _how_ wrong!"

"Is that even possible?" she wondered.

"I don't think so," he replied. "People and dragons don't mix, unless the dragons start slinging their Power around. But you have to admit, the thought of my dragon-hating dad with a dragon for a son... if anything could be weirder than that, I don't want to know."

"You mean, _he_ doesn't want to know," she corrected him, "because he _does_ have a dragon for a son."

Their moment was interrupted when a small green Nadder landed on the ledge. "There you are! I was looking all over the nest for you, New-night-fury! Were you hiding from me?"

Hiccup smiled. "Of course not, Nadder-green-follows-new-night-fury. What's up, little sister?"

As they chatted, Astrid slipped off the ledge and spiraled up the cone. She needed to think. Maybe a quick flight would help.

She rose easily; flying was second nature to her now. She looked down on the island. _In the past, when I needed to unwind, I used to throw my axe at defenseless trees for an hour_, she thought. _Now I go flying, and it seems just as natural._

_Maybe I'm starting to become a dragon, too._
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It was their seventh raid since they joined the nest. Hiccup and Astrid joined the flock that was bound for the place with the rocks, and Toothless flew with the dragons who were visiting the place by the lake. As the two groups parted, Toothless had said, "Fly very carefully, and good luck. It's time." They didn't know what he meant by that, and he had flown away before they could ask.

The dragons flew with their usual excited hubbub. They used to fly in silence, fearing the worst when they reached their destination. But now that every flight had at least one Night Fury, they were more relaxed. Casualties were down on every raid. Stealing food from humans would never be a game to them, but at least it wasn't a suicide mission now.

As they approached the place with the rocks, the two Night Furies looked ahead and saw a depressingly familiar island. It was Berk.

"Hiccup, what are we going to do? We can't kill our own people!"

"We'll shoot the catapults right away, before anybody gets onto them. Then we'll shoot out the big torches; that shouldn't hurt anybody. Then... I'll think of something."

"I'm with you," she said. They tapped wings and climbed to get ready for their first diving attacks.

The citizens of Berk had no idea they were under attack until two of their catapults were blown off their foundations in quick succession. The other two were blasted just as their crews were getting to them. The crews turned back and ran for the smithy for some hand weapons.

Some of them threw burning brands into the night-vision torches and raised them to battle height. The flames from the oil-soaked wood would let them see their enemies in the dark. But as soon as each torch was lit and raised, something fast and black would dive and shoot it out. Some of the burning wood flew and landed on the roofs of nearby buildings, adding to the flaming destruction caused by the dragons themselves.

Hiccup pulled out of his most recent firing run. All the usual Night Fury targets had been dealt with; Berk relied more on warriors than on heavy weapons. What else could he do to help his friends? It looked like the humans were concentrating. They needed to be scattered or sidetracked. He dove and burned two warehouses by the waterfront as a diversion. He knew those warehouses were old and seldom used; if they went up in flames, no Vikings would starve as a result. As he watched, a handful of warriors left the battle to fight the fires and keep them from spreading. Excellent.

Hiccup circled the village, identifying familiar buildings and watching the progress of the raid. The Gronckles were making short work of the fish-drying racks, while a flock of Nadders was rounding up some sheep. He recognized a few friends, including Nadder-all-blue-talks-all-the-time and his little sister, Nadder-green-follows-new-night-fury.

Then he saw two Vikings running toward them with nets. The Nadders were vigilant; they turned and took off, abandoning their prey until later. But one of the men threw his net and caught one of the dragons. It was his little sister! She struggled against the net as it fouled her wings. Then another Viking ran up behind her with a spear...

"NO-O-O-O!" Hiccup screamed, part in horror and part to drown out the Nadder's final cry. Something inside him snapped. He had never wanted to shoot a human before. He heard Toothless' words echoing in his mind –

"_When you see one of your dragon friends taken down by a net or a spear, you'll know what to do."_

He checked his approach and escape routes, made sure he wouldn't hit another dragon as he dove, and coldly chose his target. The man was waving the spear in triumph, gloating at what he had done. Hiccup pushed over into a dive, feeling his rage, feeling his power building up, focusing on his target –

IT WAS HIS OWN FATHER!

It was too late to hold his fire. He desperately turned his head and launched the firebolt into an empty patch of pasture, blasting a huge crater. He pulled up and headed out to sea, his mind a black vortex of horror. The raid was still ongoing. The dragons might still need his help. A detached part of his mind hoped Astrid could handle it; the rest of him didn't care.

When the other dragons left Berk, they found their Night Fury circling mindlessly. Astrid pulled alongside. "New-night – I mean, Hiccup, what's wrong?"

"Take me home," he sobbed. "Just take me home." She laid a wing alongside his, and guided him back to the nest and their ledge. When they landed, he couldn't stop shaking, and when she let him rest his head against hers, he burst into uncontrollable tears.

"Hiccup, please tell me what's wrong!" she pleaded.

"My little sister!" he finally blurted out. "She's _dead!_ I watched my father kill her! He _laughed_ about it! And I almost killed _him!_ Oh, gods, I almost _killed_ him!" He collapsed against her again, unable to stop crying. Astrid was dumbstruck. She awkwardly wrapped a wing around him; she knew there was nothing she could say. _Just when his life had finally changed from horrible to wonderful..._

The other dragons gave them space; word spread quickly that something very bad had happened to New-night-fury. They assumed he was mourning for Nadder-green-follows-new-night-fury, and they were partly right.

Toothless arrived, in good spirits because his raid had gone well. Those spirits vanished when he saw Hiccup sobbing. "What happened?" he asked Astrid.

"Let me show you," she said, and shared TrueSight with him for the first time.

"Oh, no." Toothless blinked hard. "Oh, _no_." He sat down next to Hiccup and covered him with a wing from the other side.

"I'm so sorry," Toothless whispered; Astrid wasn't sure if he was talking to her or to Hiccup. "This is partly my fault. I thought you were ready for a strike on your old home town. I never foresaw _this_..."

It took nearly an hour for Hiccup to regain his composure. He struggled to his feet in silence between his two worried friends. Finally, he spoke, through a throat constricted with grief.

"This war has got to be _stopped_."
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"What are you suggesting, Hiccup? A peace treaty between the dragons and the Vikings? Do we tell them that, if they give us half their food, we won't steal the other half? Surely you don't think your father would approve a deal like that?"

"There has to be _something_ we can do, Toothless! What if we quit raiding, and just brought fish for the Mother?"

"There are two problems with that, Hiccup. One, she likes a mixed diet, and dragons get eaten if she doesn't get what she wants. Two, if the fish start schooling elsewhere and we can't find them, we're right back where we started."

Astrid leaned into the discussion. "What if we all just left the nest and moved someplace else?"

"She'd call us back in," Toothless answered. "No one has found a limit on how far away she can control us."

"What, exactly, does she contribute to the nest?" Hiccup asked.

Toothless dropped his voice to a near-whisper. "Nothing. She rules because she can summon and send, and because she can eat anyone she wants. I know what you're thinking, Hiccup, and it can't be done. She's too big, and her skin is too thick, for any combination of dragons to take down."

"Does she ever leave the nest?" Astrid wondered.

"Once or twice a year, she flies up the cone, takes a couple of laps around the island, breathes a little fire, and comes back again." Toothless answered. "No one follows her when she's exercising – we don't want to feel the burn. There's no predicting when she'll do it."

"A few laps around the island sounds like a real good idea right now," Hiccup decided. "I've got more stress than I know what to do with." He was up and out of the nest like an arrow shot from a bow. Astrid moved to follow him; Toothless stepped in front of her.

"I'd let him go," he advised her. "He's had a terrible shock to his mind and his heart. Let him work it out, his way."

"All his life, whenever something went wrong, he had to handle it alone," she replied heatedly. "I was one of the people who _stood_ there and _let_ him go through that! But I'm a dragon now, right? You told him dragons would treat him better than people did. So I'm going to prove it to him." She leaped straight up and left the nest through the crater.

Finding him wasn't hard. He was circling the island just above the fog line, flapping hard for maximum speed, as though he could leave his heartsickness behind if he could only fly fast enough. She spiraled down the mountain, gaining speed in a shallow dive so she could overtake him. He looked at her for a few seconds, then flipped his tail and shot skyward.

There was nothing in his expression that said he wanted to get away from her, so she followed him. It took some doing, but she finally caught up with him just as he entered the clouds. He was hard to see through the murk, but she was just close enough not to lose him.

Suddenly he rolled over, folded his wings, and plunged straight down. Again she followed him. They pulled out just above the waves and glided.

Finally he said, "You're putting a lot of effort into keeping up with me."

"I figured you've gone through enough pain all by yourself."

Wordlessly, he sideslipped until their wingtips barely touched. They glided that way for several minutes. There was something powerful about touching him; she felt like she might be holding him up, emotionally if not physically.

Very gradually, he turned toward the island. She turned with him, keeping that inch of wingtip contact, a feat few other dragons could have matched. Eventually they came to the cone of the volcano; they had to break their wing contact so they could flap to gain altitude. Rather than dive in, Hiccup backwinged and landed on the rim. She joined him there. They sat in silence for a while.

"Astrid, do you like me?"

She wasn't expecting that question. "Well, you're brave, you're clever, you're flexible, you're loyal to your friends..."

"Thanks. I'm also long, dark, and handsome. But do you _like_ me?"

"Where are we going with this?" she asked.

"When we were in Berk, you were the girl I dreamed about. I'd steal moments away from the forge to watch you walk by. The main reason I invented all those dragon-killing devices that failed was so you'd notice me. When we went for that flight on Toothless, I felt like you were warming up to me, and life was going to be amazing. And then we got changed, and everything else changed, and we've hardly had time to do anything together except disagree about how dragonish we should be."

"You were never this up-front with your feelings before," she said quietly.

Hiccup looked at a distant cloud. "If you looked in my eyes for half a second, you'd know all this anyway. I might as well be up-front." He looked back at her. "Toothless was so busy teaching me about flying and fighting and being a role model, he never told me how boy dragons and girl dragons get together. All I know is, you're the only one who can understand the things I'm going through. And even though you don't look like Astrid, or sound like Astrid, you still _feel_ like Astrid. I still get that funny feeling in my stomach when you're close to me. When we were flying wingtip-to-wingtip just now, you made me warm, even though you were two wing-lengths away. You make things better, just by being here. So I need to know: do you like me?"

She half-smiled. "Why don't you look in my eyes and find out?"

He looked. What he saw was utterly different from the first time they'd shared TrueSight. The disgust with her new form was now a mix of acceptance and curiosity. Her feelings for Toothless had changed from mistrust to a comfortable feeling, like that of an adult student with a teacher she enjoys learning from. There was still homesickness, but it occupied a much smaller part of the picture. And for Hiccup, there was some envy, and quite a bit of concern over that last raid, wrapped up in a warm blanket of friendship, with a tiny but hot spark that might mean something more.

She saw much in him, but chose to focus on the raid. She saw pride and pleasure that the two of them had gone into battle together and made a good team. The green Nadder's death was blocked out, as though someone had taken a knife and sliced away the middle of a tapestry. She saw the impossible ambivalence between Stoick, Hiccup's father, and Stoick, the killer of Hiccup's little sister. _That could push anyone over the edge. I'm amazed he's taking it as well as he is._

Hiccup blinked. "Wow. Thanks for that. I mean, I know the dragon in you is talking to the dragon in me, but I had to know if the human in you wanted anything to do with the human in me."

She sat closer to him. "I'd have to, even if I didn't want to. Who else could I ever turn to?"

"Well, there's always Toothless," Hiccup suggested.

"Me and _him?_ Ewww!" She slapped him with her tail. "_That's_ for even _thinking_ such a thing."

She slid right up against him and laid her head on his shoulder. "Hiccup, you are a wonderful person who looks like a wonderful dragon. I like all of you." He closed his eyes and wrapped a wing around her. They sat that way, enjoying each other's closeness, for almost half an hour.

At last he withdrew his wing. "We ought to be getting back inside. Thanks for that, Astrid. I needed it."

_So did I,_ she thought.
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Berk was slowly picking up the pieces from the last dragon raid. It had been costly in terms of food lost, although casualties were light. Their best weapons against the dragons – the catapults and the night-vision torches – had been shot out by those accursed Night Furies very early in the battle, so the Vikings were limited to hand weapons, fighting by the light of burning buildings. They'd made a few of the devils pay the price, but far too many escaped, taking precious fish and sheep with them.

The four teens waited by a water barrel to see if their fire-patrol services were still needed. They were all tired after a long night, but Fishlegs was thoughtful. "Isn't it weird to think those Night Furies might have been Hiccup and Astrid?"

"You're crazy," Ruffnut objected. "They wouldn't attack their own town and their own people! Would they?"

"I heard they only shot empty catapults, the big torches, and those old, empty warehouses," Fishlegs countered. "It's like they were trying not to hurt anybody."

"One of them took a shot at the chief," Tuffnut said. "It missed, and made a big hole in the sheep pasture."

"Night Furies never miss!" Fishlegs said.

"Then that one must have been Hiccup," Snotlout threw in. "Even as a Night Fury, he messes up."

Up in the Mead Hall, Stoick and Spitelout were taking damage reports from the people. The results weren't pretty. Their defenses had been leveled. Berk was completely vulnerable to another dragon raid, or to a raid from some other Viking tribe.

"Loki is having his way with us!" Stoick raged. "The devils get stronger and we get weaker! We won't make it through the winter at this rate."

"Maybe we need to try something different," Spitelout suggested.

"Like what? Leave? Surrender? Make a deal with the dragons?" Stoick threw up his hands. " 'If we give you half our food, will you stop stealing the other half?' Why don't we just invite them to walk in our streets and roost on our houses while we're at it?" Several bystanders laughed at that mental picture. "We can't live in the same world with them! We have _got_ to get rid of them, once and for all! Find the nest and take it! It's the only way!"

Spitelout wasn't one to cross swords with his chief, but he'd seen too many good ships, full of good men, set sail on Stoick's mad quest and never come back. "Stoick, I know you think you can break rocks by beating your head against them, but we have to face the facts! We are never going to find that nest! Only the dragons themselves can find it!"

Stoick hammered the table with his huge fist. "Don't _ever_ tell me what Vikings can't do! If the dragons can find it, then... we..." His eyes focused on something far, far away. "Dragons can find the nest."

"That's right, Stoick, dragons can find the nest. And we aren't dragons."

"But we _have_ some dragons." Stoick's face went as hard as the iron in his hammer, and Spitelout knew that, whatever decision he'd just reached, there'd be no talking him out of it.

The next day, Berk emptied itself. Every able-bodied warrior, male and female, set sail in every ship they had. They brought the pieces of the catapults they were rebuilding; they brought every weapon they thought they might need; and, on the lead ship, they brought a dragon. The Deadly Nadder from the dragon training ring was their unwilling passenger. Its neck was restrained by a heavy wooden collar, its mouth was held shut with a wide leather strap, and its tail was strapped to the deck in three places so it couldn't throw its spines at anyone.

On one of the ships, four not-so-warrior-like figures climbed out from under the tarpaulin that had covered them, and adjusted their helmets. "Thanks for letting us come along, Gobber," Ruffnut said.

"This could be a great moment in our history, and ye deserve to see it," the smith answered. "Snotlout's father said it was okay. But stay out of Stoick's way; he doesn't exactly know ye're here."

"He doesn't?" Fishlegs gasped.

The smith grinned with a twinkle in his eye. "Well, ye know, he had a lot on his mind, what with plannin' this attack an' all. Maybe one or two people forgot to mention ye were comin' along. So stay on the ship an' stay out o' trouble, an' all will be well."

On the lead ship, Spitelout cast a sidelong glance at the Nadder. "Stoick, once we get close to the nest, what's going to stop the dragons from attacking us, like they usually do?"

"They won't attack a ship with a dragon on it," Stoick said confidently.

"I hope you're right," the second-in-command replied.

When they finally sighted Helheim's Gate, Stoick led the ships into the fog without hesitation. As he'd guessed, the Nadder picked up the dragons' calls and turned its head toward them. Stoick siezed the rudder and, guided by the Nadder, steered his ship through the labyrinth of rocks and islets. The rest of the ships followed him in. It was a nerve-wracking passage, and more than one Viking wondered how they would ever find their way out again. But they all made it in one piece, and were soon grounded on a barren island whose only feature was a great volcano.

"We're here," Stoick grinned.

They set up their catapults, found plenty of rocks for ammunition, and were soon hammering away at the rock wall of the nest. They broke through faster than they expected. Stoick called for one more shot, a flaming shot to illuminate what they'd found.

Inside the nest, the dragons heard and felt the thumps of the rocks hitting the outside wall. None of them knew what it meant. The three Night Furies were making guesses when Toothless exclaimed, "Did you see that? Down in the smoke, I just saw a bright light; it looked like a shooting star." They heard the Mother stir and grumble with displeasure, and suddenly, their teeth itched. It was the send-out signal.

"Off we go, into the wild blue yonder," Hiccup called. "I don't know why, but Mother knows best. Maybe once we're outside, we can see what's going on." They joined the mad scramble of dragons getting out of the nest as fast as they could. It was an unscheduled send-out with no raid plan, so the other dragons headed for the mainland, to hunt or fish for whatever they could find. The Night Furies knew of no targets that needed shooting, so they stayed.

They saw the Viking ships, and the army drawn up on land. They watched as the Mother burst out of the new hole in her nest, destroyed the catapults that were still shooting at her, and set fire to all the ships with one long blast of hurricane-fire.

On one of the ships, four young people shrank from the flames. "Uhh, guys?" Fishlegs quavered. "When Gobber told us to stay on the ship, I don't think _this_ was part of the plan."

"We're out of here; come on!" Snotlout exclaimed. "It's shallower on this side. We can walk to shore." They jumped over the side and waded to safety, where they watched the disaster unfolding.

From above, Hiccup watched the men scatter, running for their lives. He saw two men detach themselves from the group and charge at the Mother. One walked with a wooden leg, and he didn't have to guess who the other one might be. Attack route? Straight down. Other dragons in the way? None, except his target. _The last time I dove on you, I almost killed you, Dad. This time, I'll save your life._

Stoick had succeeded. The monster had noticed him. It bent down and stared at him, seemingly amazed that such tiny creatures would dare to attack it. Then it reared up, opened its mouth, and...

From high above came a rising whistle that every Viking knew and dreaded. "Night Fury?" asked Stoick; he thought all the other dragons had left.

"Get down!" shouted Gobber. Stoick stayed on his feet, and he saw the tiny black dot growing in size, saw the blue fireball, saw the giant dragon wince in pain as its head was crowned in flames.

Hiccup pulled out of his dive and swept past the Mother. He had never seen anything but her head; he hadn't realized how _big_ she was! But the die was cast. He whipped into a tight turn and flew back toward her, determined to keep her eyes on him and off the Vikings.

"He's crazy!" Toothless shouted from the crater rim. "He can't take on the Mother!"

"Not alone, he can't! Come on!" Astrid called. They both dove into a battle they had no way of winning.
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At first, they had no plan, just a desperate desire to keep the Mother from getting to the Vikings. Toothless didn't share that desire like they did, but he knew how his friends felt, and he fought beside them whole-heartedly, even though it would probably be the death of him. They circled the Mother's head, darting back and forth, keeping her distracted.

The Vikings stopped and stared. No one had ever seen a Night Fury before; now there were _three_ of them, and while none could guess at their motives, their actions were helping the tribe stay alive a little longer. Down by the shore, Tuffnut exclaimed, "Cool! Dragon fight!"

As Astrid ducked under the Mother's chin, she saw motion out of the corner of her eye. "Hiccup, there's a dragon on that ship over there!"

"I see it!" he answered. "Keep the Mother busy; I'll be right back." He broke away and landed lightly on the deck of the burning longship.

The Nadder couldn't speak; her mouth was strapped shut. Hiccup reached up with a claw, hooked it into the strap, and pulled it off. The blue dragon shook her head, delighting in the sudden freedom.

"Night-fury! I hoped you'd come for me! But you look different."

"I'm New-night-fury," Hiccup said. "I'll explain later. We need to get you out of here!" That wooden collar had to go next, and he could think of only one way to do it. "Hold still and hang on; this might sting a little." Again, his technical mind came in handy; he could see that the weakest point of the collar was the wood where the hinge was screwed in. He carefully aimed a small firebolt. It burst, which darkened the Nadder's scales in that area, but also weakened the wood. He took one of the chains in his mouth and pulled hard, and the collar broke free.

Now nothing held the Nadder except the leather straps on her tail. He hooked those out with his claws, one by one. "Go! Get out of here, find a place that's safe!" The Nadder nodded and flapped away. Hiccup turned and rejoined the battle against the Mother.

He was unaware that his actions had been watched closely by four teens. They didn't dare get involved. They just stared as a Night Fury methodically tore apart a very substantial dragon restraint system. "That's one smart dragon," Snotlout said.

"You know who that is, don't you?" Fishlegs asked.

Ruffnut stared at him. "But if that's Hiccup, that means one of those two over there is Astrid!" Fishlegs nodded. Ruff stared at the size of the dragon her friend was fighting, and did something she almost never did: she bowed her head and murmured, "Thor, please help her!"

Toothless whipped close to Hiccup. "We can't hold her off forever! And we can't hurt her!"

Hiccup looked at the huge bulk of the dragon they were circling. "We have to get her off the ground. We need to make her mad enough to chase us into the air!"

"Only a full-strength fireball could do that!" Toothless said.

"Then gain some altitude and take the shot. Astrid and I will keep her busy!" Toothless dipped, then shot upwards in a zoom climb.

For the next half a minute, Hiccup and Astrid performed a dizzying full-speed dance around the Mother's head. It was frightening, it was exhilarating, and it was amazing because he felt like he knew exactly what Astrid was about to do, just before she did it. She seemed to know his thoughts and plans as well. They would race straight toward each other, and at the last second, he would veer up and she would curve down, avoiding a collision by mere inches. One of them was constantly in the Mother's field of vision, irritating her and keeping her from focusing on the Vikings who were rooted to the ground, staring at the incredible battle playing out before them.

With their sensitive ears, Hiccup and Astrid heard Toothless' whistling dive before the humans did. They pulled away quickly before his fireball hit. When it did, it struck with such power, the Mother was bowled over, hitting the ground with a shock that the Vikings could feel through their feet. They didn't understand how any living thing could survive such a blow. But the Mother wasn't even wounded! She arose angrily, spread her enormous wings, and ponderously launched herself into the air. She forgot all about the Vikings. Her only object was the tiny black Night Furies that were tormenting her.

"I think that did it!" Hiccup called to Toothless. The three of them took off at top speed, with the Mother in pursuit. She was ungainly in flight, but her sheer size gave her a speed that the Night Furies were hard-pressed to match.

Toothless led them through a rock arch. He hoped the Mother would get stuck when she followed them, but she simply flexed her shoulders and shattered the thick rock on impact. "Now what do we do?" he asked out loud.

"See those clouds up there?" Hiccup answered. "It's time to disappear!" They angled up, flapping hard to stay in front of the angry Mother. To the observers on the ground, they looked like tiny sparrows compared to the giant that was chasing them. It loosed a thick blast of flame; they scattered three ways and it missed them all. Then they entered the cloud layer.

They could hear the Mother roaring in frustration, trying to find them in the murk. They flew in a tight circle so they could talk. "What's the plan, Hiccup?" Astrid asked.

"Shoot holes in her wings. Lots of holes. Once she's lost lift, we lead her into a power dive, straight into the ground."

"Who gets to be the bait?" Toothless asked.

"We all have to do it, or she might stay up here trying to find us," Hiccup said. "She has to dive; we can't let her glide down. That means we need to do it _now,_ while she's still mad." They nodded and scattered.

Toothless went in first, then Hiccup from another angle, then Astrid from yet another direction. Again it seemed to Hiccup that he and Astrid were sharing a mind, their attacks were so perfectly coordinated. Toothless wasn't on the same page as they were, but he was more experienced and he skilfully locked into their strike pattern. The Mother never knew where the next attack was coming from. All she knew was that, after each fireball struck, it took more effort to stay in the air. In frustration, she spat out flame in every direction, hoping to do some damage to her assailants. Hiccup got a burn on his tail, but it didn't handicap him badly.

"Now's our chance!" Toothless shouted. "She can't flame again for at least half a minute. Let's bring her down!" They charged. Hiccup whipped past her face, felt her breath, felt a blast of air as she tried to bite him in half. He pushed over into his dive and saw the others doing the same.

He glanced back and saw the Mother leaning into her own dive, completely fixated on him and his friends. He felt no fear, and no compassion for what was about to happen to her. For the first time in his life, he gave himself over to hatred. _This is for my little sister, and every dragon who ever died for the sake of your lazy, selfish appetite, you murderer,_ he thought. _And every human, too. It's too bad we can kill you only once._

They scattered slightly as they plunged downward. Toothless wound up in the middle, and the Mother fixed her six eyes on him. Fighting the Mother was not on his list of things to do when he woke up that morning. He was actually getting scared. Night Furies aren't supposed to get scared.

"Stay with me, buddy!" Hiccup's voice gave him strength. "We're good! Just a little bit longer!" They held the dive as the massive monster behind them grew slowly closer.

Hiccup glanced back and saw the Mother's maw filling with sickly yellow gas. "Toothless, get it ready... NOW!" The Night Fury spun and shot one last fireball straight into the giant's mouth, setting her internal gases on fire.

"Pull out! Pull out _now_!" Astrid screamed. The ground was coming up fast. They broke away as the Mother tried to slow her plunge. But her wings were punctured in too many places, and the holes grew as she overstressed her wings. She screamed, hit the ground head-first, and died as her gases erupted into a titanic fireball.

That fireball quickly encompassed the three Night Furies. Dragons are fireproof on the outside, and their mouths and throats can take the heat. But their lungs are as sensitive as any other creature's. Hiccup, Astrid, and Toothless had been flying hard and fast; they had to breathe; but if they did, they would inhale pure dragon fire.

They desperately tried to get clear of the flames. Astrid could hold her breath no longer, and she dropped to the ground, moaning in agony from what she'd inhaled. Toothless had been working the hardest, and he went down hard. Hiccup almost made it out of the flaming cloud, but he had to breathe just before he got clear. He fell back into the fires as those fires were dissipating, and took a long plunge to the stony ground below.
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The clouds of dust and ashes slowly settled on the battlefield. The Vikings had faced annihilation a few minutes ago. Then they watched as three Night Furies baited their gargantuan enemy, led it up into the clouds, fired on it repeatedly, and brought it down to its death. The sheer scale of the battle, and the size of their adversary, left them feeling breathless.

At last they could see more than a few feet. In the distance, they could see the charred remains of the giant dragon. Between it and them lay three irregular black lumps, chests heaving as their injured lungs tried to pull in enough air. The one on the left had landed very hard; its left hind leg was badly injured. The smaller one in the middle was lying on its side, gasping for breath, while the one on the right was clearly unconscious.

Stoick took in the scene at a glance. His eyes narrowed. Three Night Furies, at his mercy! This would be sweet payback for all the destruction they had dumped on his village over the years. He hefted his hammer and advanced on the left-hand one, which seemed to be the most alert. He could take the other two at his leisure.

"Sir! _Wait!_ Don't do it!" came a voice. Someone was running up behind him. He turned.

"Fishlegs Ingerman? I don't remember you being part of this raid."

"Well, uhhh, I just kind of came along. But don't hurt those dragons!"

"The _dragons?_" Stoick's bafflement turned to anger. "_That's_ what you're worried about? What about all the people they've killed?"

"I have a really strong feeling _these_ dragons haven't killed anybody, sir."

"They're Night Furies! Killing is what they do! It's all they're good for!"

Fishlegs worked his way between Stoick and the closest injured dragon. "Sir, there's something I have to tell you about these dragons." He told him about the encounter at The Cliffs.

"And you expect me to _believe_ this wild story of yours?" Stoick demanded.

"Yes, because it's true." Ruffnut broke away from the crowd and stood in front of the middle dragon. "All four of us were there. We all saw it and heard it."

"All _four_ of you? How many stowaways did we bring on this raid?" Reluctantly, Tuffnut and Snotlout left the mass of Vikings and stood next to their friends.

Stoick shook his head. "You've listened to too many fairy tales! They're dragons and nothing more! Even if it _was_ true, how could you know these are the same Night Furies you saw? Get out of my way!"

"We can prove it!" Ruff exclaimed. She turned and walked over to the middle Night Fury. Everyone gasped – getting that close to a dragon, even an injured one, is not a smart move when you're unarmed. And this was a _Night Fury!_

Ruffnut knelt next to the black dragon. "Astrid? I think that's you. Can you hear me? It's me, Ruff! I know you're kind of banged up, but can you do that fist-bump one more time, so they'll know it's you? It's really important." She held out her fist.

Slowly, agonizingly, the black dragon raised a paw and gently batted Ruffnut's hand. There were more gasps from among the watching Vikings. Ruff turned so no one could see her face; she was determined not to cry this time.

"A simple trick!" Stoick scoffed. "It just copied what you did! That's all!" He heard a scratching noise. The injured dragon had struggled to its feet and was making marks on the stone with its claw.

HI, DAD

It seemed as if Stoick had turned to stone. He stared, motionless, for what seemed like forever. Then he shook his head. "Another trick! Those dragons are clever! They saw something we wrote, and then learned to copy it! Don't let them fool you!"

IT'S ME, HICCUP  
>THAT'S ASTRID<p>

Fishlegs braced himself. "Sir, I don't think any dragon ever saw _that_ written down _anywhere_."

Stoick got down on one knee to look the injured Night Fury in the eye. "I'm supposed to believe that you're my son? That you got turned into... _this_ by some kind of dragon magic, but it's really you in there?" The dragon bobbed its head up and down once and made a burbling noise.

The chief put his hands to his temples and shook his head. "No. This can't be. This is some kind of nightmare! My son... a dragon? Not _my_ son!" The Night Fury made a sad crooning sound.

"All right, we'll settle this!" Stoick snapped, standing up again. "If you're really Hiccup, then tell me something that only Hiccup could know!"

The dragon stood motionless for a moment. Then it backed up, visibly wincing when it put its weight on its injured leg, and began scratching.

ON THE DAY MOM DIED  
>YOU PROMISED "I WILL BE<br>THERE FOR YOU ALWAYS"

It was all Stoick could do to avoid breaking down on the spot. No one else could possibly have known about that promise, in those exact words. And no one else could possibly have known how badly he had broken that promise. His hammer fell from his hand, forgotten. He addressed the dragon in a voice that was very close to breaking.

"I've spent my entire life fighting dragons, killing dragons, _hating_ dragons. If I could wipe every dragon off the face of the world, I'd do it with a smile. And now, suddenly, I have to accept _you,_ as part of my family? Live in my house? Share my food? It's a hard thing you're asking of me... Hiccup."

The dragon scratched. Only one answer could possibly push the chief over the line and make him truly believe.

THANK YOU FOR SUMMING THAT UP

With a groan, Stoick the Vast sank to his knees, hiding his face in his hands, oblivious to all the warriors who were watching. "My son... my son..." he sobbed. "I thought I'd lost you..."

The dragon slowly limped over to him. It reached out its head and gently rubbed its nose against his shoulder with a soft moan. Behind him, he heard Toothless stirring. Ruffnut was resting a hand on Astrid's head and saying something, but no one else could hear her.

The chief looked in the dragon's eyes. It didn't look like a killer. He took a deep breath.

"I really don't know if I can do this. There's been so much hurt, so many deaths, so much destruction... I'm not sure I can just put it all aside."

The dragon scratched out a long message. Everyone was straining to read it.

IN WAR, PEOPLE GET HURT.  
>YOU KILLED SOME OF MY FRIENDS TOO.<br>NOW WE HAVE PEACE  
>WE HAVE TO LEARN TO FORGIVE<p>

Stoick slowly turned to Gobber, who was reading over his shoulder. "Gobber," he asked softly, "is a dragon lecturing me on right and wrong?"

"No, yer _son_ is lecturin' ye on right an' wrong. I think ye better listen to 'im."

Slowly, hesitantly, Stoick reached out and rested a hammy hand on the dragon's nose. The Night Fury started to flinch away, but held himself in place and forced himself to return his father's gaze. He blinked twice.

"Hiccup... this isn't going to be an easy thing for me. It may take a while. It's going to take some major adjustments."

FOR ALL OF US

Hiccup turned, startled. It was Astrid who had written those runes. Toothless looked over her shoulder, curious. She told him what she'd written, and what the other runes said. He nodded.

"I'll give 'em this," Gobber interjected. "That was some fine fightin' they did in the sky. Stoick, I think your son is a warrior after all."

"Speaking of that," Stoick said suddenly. "If you're Hiccup, and that's the Hofferson girl, then who's _that?_"

TOOTHLESS, MY BEST FRIEND  
>HE TAUGHT ME HOW TO BE A DRAGON<p>

Stoick looked back and forth between them. They were all identical except for some variations in their markings, and the fact that the Astrid-dragon was slightly smaller. "Toothless, uhhh... thank you, for training my son." The dragon answered with one of those half-moan, half-growl noises that meant nothing to people.

HE SAYS YOU'RE WELCOME

_I am the chief of Berk,_ Stoick thought, _head dragon slayer of my tribe, and I'm exchanging polite pleasantries with a Night Fury_. _Maybe I should serve tea and biscuits for them next?_ The ridiculousness of the scene nearly overwhelmed him. He needed something else to put his mind on.

The chief looked back at Hiccup's long message and read it again. One word suddenly leaped out at him. "Peace? What kind of peace are you talking about?"

DRAGONS RAIDED TO FEED THE MOTHER  
>– THAT BIG DEAD THING.<br>NO MORE MOTHER, NO MORE RAIDS.  
>PEACE<p>

Stoick read it twice to make sure he understood it. "No more dragon raids? If that's true, it's my life's _dream_ come true, but..." He shook his head in amazement. "How many of these huge changes do you think a person can handle in one day?"

Astrid's lungs still ached, but she managed a half-smile at Hiccup as she scratched on the rock.

WE'VE HANDLED BIGGER CHANGES

Meanwhile, Gobber had wandered behind Hiccup and was looking at his injured leg. He shook his head. "Hiccup-beastie, that doesn't look good at all. If you were a human, I'd say we had to take some o' that off."

There was no mistaking the horror on Hiccup's face, dragon or otherwise.
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A/N This chapter may be a little hard to follow. Just remember that Hiccup and Astrid can understand human speech, as can Toothless for the most part, but no human can understand dragon speech. Dragons can talk to humans only with simple gestures (like nodding the head) and by scratching runes on the ground, which I've shown as all-uppercase. If I could make human speech and dragon speech look different by using different fonts, I would, but this site doesn't give me that option. It would have made things a lot easier if Hiccup had invented "Dragon Naturally Speaking" software. (Sorry.)

**o**

There were days when it was harder to be the chief of Berk than others, Stoick decided. Today was certainly one of those days. Nothing serious had happened, except he had finally found and broken the dragons' nest, seen his tribe on the verge of annihilation by the mother of all dragons, seen them _rescued_ by three other (shudder!) _dragons_, and found himself and all his warriors stranded on a rocky, lifeless island with no way home except a burnt, shattered fleet. Oh, and one more thing – it turned out that one of those dragons that saved his tribe was actually his only son, who had run away weeks ago and had now come back, transformed into every Viking's blood-oath enemy. No, today was _not_ the greatest day of his life. Did Hiccup really have to make things worse by being so _difficult_?

"Why _can't_ you come home yet?" he demanded. The dragon that was his son scratched some more runes on the rocks with his claw.

NO ONE AT HOME WANTS ME.  
>I HAVE TO HELP THE OTHER DRAGONS.<br>THEY SEE ME AS A LEADER

"The dragons... see _you_... as their leader?" If there was a word that Stoick never associated with his son, even more than "warrior," it was "leader." He loved his son and tried to see his best side, but he really doubted if Hiccup could lead a pack of hungry wolves to meat.

NIGHT FURIES LEAD AND PROTECT  
>THE NEST. THEY LOVE ME<p>

Stoick just stared at that message in silence. That seemed as impossible as... as all the other impossible things he'd seen and heard and learned today.

"Sir, if I may?" Fishlegs had stayed close to the dragons as everyone else searched for scattered tools and timbers to repair their ships. He and Ruffnut were the only ones who had really believed that two of Berk's missing teens had actually been turned into dragons. Now he had appointed himself as a sort of go-between, trying to help his chief understand these creatures that were his worst enemy until they saved his tribe. "Night Furies are Strike Class dragons, which means they're very intelligent. It makes sense that the other dragons would look up to them."

"Fishlegs, I can understand the dragons looking up to a Night Fury. It's them looking up to _Hiccup_ that I'm having trouble with."

Hiccup turned to Astrid. "If I try to explain to him how everything is different now that I'm a dragon, I'll wear my claws off. I hardly have words for it myself; trying to put it into runes is killing me."

"Then why are you trying so hard to say it all at once?"

Hiccup sighed. "Because for the first time in my life, he's really _listening_ to me."

Astrid glanced upward. Two Nadders and a Nightmare were gliding toward the nest at high altitude. "Here come some more of our dragons. They'll be coming back in twos and threes for a week."

"Astrid, if you were in my shoes, how would you explain to Dad that I can't go home yet, because I feel like I owe it to the other dragons to help them sort their lives out, now that they don't have to feed the Mother any more?"

Stoick turned back to Fishlegs. "Do you have any idea what they're saying to each other?"

"No, sir, I don't speak their language."

"How long would it take to learn?" Before Fishlegs could stammer out an answer to that question, Stoick saw a situation in the ship-rebuilding effort that needed his attention. He stalked off toward the shoreline.

Hiccup found a spot on the rocks that hadn't been written on yet.

YOU CAN'T LEARN OUR LANGUAGE  
>WITHOUT DRAGON EARS &amp; THROAT<p>

"Thanks, Hiccup. Uhhh, what are you going to do about that injured leg? It looks real bad."

Hiccup was putting off a decision about that. The pain was tolerable as long as he didn't put any weight on it. He knew that wouldn't last. He also knew that the sight of it was upsetting his friends. But the mental picture of being held down while Gobber took a saw... He couldn't stall much longer.

I'LL DECIDE LATER.  
>I HAVE TO TALK TO THE DRAGONS NOW<p>

He and Astrid flapped up and into the nest, leaving the Vikings to their emergency ship repairs.

Several dozen dragons had already returned to the nest. They were confused. They'd been sent out without a plan in broad daylight, which was unusual. They'd returned with food, and their offerings were ignored. They were hovering in front of a ledge, where Night-fury was trying to explain the new situation to them, when they saw New-night-fury and Small-night-fury.

"Is it true?" they asked. "Is the Mother really gone?"

"Of course it is; didn't Night-fury tell you? We enticed her into the air, shot her wings full of holes, and gravity did the rest. You can see what's left of her on the beach outside the nest."

"New-night-fury, you're hurt!" a female Zippleback called out.

"In wars, sometimes people get hurt," he said. "It's worth it to be free. Free! Do you understand what that _means?_ No more raids! No more send-outs and call-backs! No more giving up all our prey to feed someone who gives nothing in return. No more fear of getting eaten if we don't bring enough! We make our _own_ decisions now! Our lives are our own! We are _free!_"

"We're free?" one of them asked. "We are free!" said another. It built into a chant, getting steadily louder until the Vikings could hear it outside the mountain. "We are free! _We are free!_ WE ARE FREE!" The Vikings couldn't understand the words, but the dragons' roaring made them nervous. They worked as fast as they could to get away from this place.

Night-fury leaned over to him. "Nice speech. I was having trouble getting the idea across. What do you think we should do now?"

New-night-fury waited until the chant subsided. "Night-fury just asked me a very good question. 'What should we do now?' The answer is, anything we want to do! We can stay here, or if this place holds too many bad memories, we can make a new nest somewhere else. We can hunt and fish, and keep it all for ourselves. We can lay eggs and raise our young, and not worry about whether they'll be killed before they reach full adulthood. We can explore the world and make contact with other nests. We can fly around in _circles_ all day if that's what we want.

"Now here's a crazy idea. Now that we don't have to raid the humans anymore, maybe we could try to make friends with them? They're intelligent, social creatures, like us but not as strong."

"And they can't fly!" It sounded like a Nightmare's voice. Many dragons laughed at that.

"I know it sounds impossible," New-night-fury went on, "but we've seen some impossible things happen already. Keep an open mind."

"New-night-fury, is it true that one of those humans down there is your father?" That sounded like a Nadder.

"Yes, that's true. I've tried to talk to him; it's hard when he can't understand me. The real problem is, he can't accept a dragon as his son. He's working on that."

"Does he want you to go home with him?" the Nadder asked.

"Yes, he does. It would be hard for him, and hard for me, but that's what he wants."

"Are you going to leave us?"

New-night-fury wanted to be encouraging, but he couldn't lie. "I don't know."

That set off the crowd. "No!" "Don't go!" "Please don't leave us!" Again, the Vikings heard the dragons' commotion inside the mountain and got nervous.

New-night-fury turned away. Small-night-fury was surprised to see tears in his eyes.

"Hiccup? What's wrong?"

He turned his head to face her. "They want me to stay! Even though they don't need me as a protector anymore, they still want me here. They... they really _like_ me." He turned away again, very moved. "I never had that happen before."

"Yes, you did," said Toothless softly.

"Yeah, like he said," said Astrid. They both slid alongside him.

He wrapped one wing around each of them, grateful for the support. "You're right, both of you. I meant I never had a whole _village_ of people tell me they like me. It's an awesome feeling, but right now, it makes things complicated.

"They need me. My father needs me. What should I do?"

They didn't know what to tell him.
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"We've gone as far as we can go," Spitelout reported. "Without the right tools, we can't make the kinds of ship repairs we need. All our heavy tools are all back on Berk. It looks like we're stuck here."

That was not the kind of report Stoick wanted to hear. He much preferred reports about how Vikings can do anything if they put their minds to it. His second-in-command was an unimaginative man; putting his mind to a problem was not his strongest suit. Stoick might have to take charge directly if he and his warriors were ever going to get off this desolate island, and that would undermine the people's confidence in his second-in-command.

"What kinds of tools do we need to repair ships?" he asked. "We have hammers, we have axes, we can use our shields as hull patches. What else is there?"

"Derricks tall enough to step a mast with," Spitelout answered. "Hundreds of feet of heavy cable so all our men can pull together to move large pieces of ship. More hundreds of feet of line to mount sails with. We could make some small launches with what we've got, but if we don't want to spend the next month shuttling ourselves home, ten at a time, we need some war vessels. We just don't have the tools to build those here!"

Spitelout's voice dropped. "And another thing, Stoick. Those dragons are making me nervous. I know the black ones say they're peaceful, but I've never seen a peaceful dragon in my life! I don't dare put all our men to work on the ships; I've kept half of them near their weapons, just in case the lizards get out of control."

Off to the side, a small group of spectators was quietly viewing the scene. The group was small; the spectators themselves were not. They consisted of four Deadly Nadders, three Gronckles, a Monstrous Nightmare, and a Night Fury. Stoick was beginning to recognize the three black dragons, and he thought this one was the Astrid-dragon.

Vikings liked things to be stable and unchanging; it was easier to deal with life that way. Spitelout was a classic Viking. The idea that the dragons might no longer be hostile was taking its sweet old time sinking into his brain. Stoick was farther along in that process; it helped that one of those dragons was really his son, and that this fact had been beaten into _his_ brain with all the subtlety of a hammer blow. But it was still a novel concept.

"I think the Night Furies have the other dragons under control, Spitelout," Stoick said.

"Right. But who keeps the Night Furies under control?"

They paused to watch some of their men trying to raise a mast. If they were at home in Berk's harbor, they had a crane that would do the job in five minutes. They had no such equipment here. They were trying to raise it with ropes, but they didn't have enough leverage, and the mast was too heavy.

"Do you need more men?" Stoick called to Crabtail, the team leader.

"More men, more rope, and a little luck would be nice, too!" he called back. One of the ropes came untied, and they quickly lowered the mast before it fell.

The black dragon rumbled and growled for a few seconds, making the Vikings nervous. They got even more nervous when the Monstrous Nightmare flapped into the sky and flew over to where the mast lay on the ground. The men scattered in terror; some of them ran for their weapons.

"No, don't! Wait!" Stoick called. Something in his gut told him this wasn't a threat. All the men stopped where they were.

As they watched, the Nightmare grasped two of the ropes in its back claws and lifted the mast off the ground. It flapped toward the ship. Stoick suddenly realized what was going on.

"Spitelout, get some men on deck to help step the mast!"

Spitelout was frozen in place, staring, uncomprehending.

The chief took action. "Crabtail! Get your men up there so they can guide the mast in!" The team leader hesitated, then snapped out some quick orders. Three men nervously climbed into the hull of the ship as the dragon lowered the mast into position. It was about a foot too far forward; they pushed it into place.

One of them looked up at the huge dragon overhead. "Uhh, that's good! Let it go!" he shouted. The black dragon roared quickly, and the Nightmare released the ropes. The mast fell a foot and landed in its foundation. Crabtail got the rest of his team moving, and they soon had the mast fixed in place.

"I... don't believe it," Spitelout said out loud. "The dragons are _helping_ us repair our ships!"

Stoick came to a sudden realization. Their world was changing rapidly around them, and some Vikings might not be able to keep up with the changes. He needed a second-in-command who could function in any situation, not one who would be dumbstruck and immobilized when confronted with the totally unexpected.

He saw Gobber limping toward him to make a report. _Good timing, old friend,_ he thought. _I have a new challenge for you. Let's see if you're up to it._

"Stoick, we've found the back end o' one ship that's in pretty good shape, an' the front end of another, but bringin' them together... they're four hundred yards apart, an' this rocky beach is rough for ship handlin'."

"Don't tell me about it, Gobber," the chief smiled. "Tell Astrid."

"The _dragon?_" Gobber almost scratched his bare head with his hook-hand, which would not have been pretty.

"She can tell the other dragons what to do," Stoick said. "She's good at giving orders, they're strong, and together, we may be able to rebuild this fleet."

Gobber walked away, shaking his head. "Sure, talk to the dragon," he muttered. "Dragons know all about buildin' ships, don't they? And girlie-warrior dragons know more about it than the rest of 'em! 'Talk to the dragon,' he says! Maybe his helmet is on too tight." He stopped at a respectful distance from the black dragon and explained his problem.

The Night Fury looked into the distance for a few seconds, then let out a string of growls and grunts. She and two of the Gronckles lifted off. She growled and made a head gesture that had to mean "lead the way." He turned and hobbled toward the good stern section; they followed him in the air. "Now I'm takin' _orders_ from a dragon!" he muttered. "What'll I be doin' next? Cleanin' their teeth?"

He led the three dragons to the shattered stern. "This has to wind up over _there_ –" he pointed "– and it has to be facin' in _this_ direction." He gestured. The black dragon growled out what must have been instructions. The two Gronckles landed, set their massive heads against the ship's hull, and began pushing it across the rocky landscape.

Gobber stared in utter amazement, but that didn't last long. He quickly realized – this was like driving a team of draft horses, except with a _lot_ more power, and he needed a translator to get his commands across. That, and there wasn't much chance of draft horses breathing fire on the job.

"More to the left!" Gobber shouted. The Night Fury rumbled something, the Gronckles adjusted their pushing, and the hull swung ponderously to the left. Gobber got out in front of the whole operation, called out corrections to Astrid who passed them to the other two dragons, and in about twenty minutes, the back of the ship was up against the front half of the other ship. It would have taken the Vikings all day to move it that far, if they could have done it at all.

"Well done, Gobber!" Stoick clapped the smith on the back.

"Thank ye, though I didn't do much," he replied. "And that's somethin' ye don't see every day, for sure."

"What's that?" the chief asked. "Dragons helping people?"

"No, a lassie workin' as the foreman in a shipyard."

The Vikings set to work with the only two saws they could find, cutting the boards of the two half-ships so they would mate together and form one complete hull. When they were ready, Gobber asked Astrid for one more push from the Gronckles, which they did (after she woke them up). Now they just had to splice the two halves together and waterproof the joints. This was work that did not require dragons. The Gronckles and the Night Fury returned to the small group that was watching.

Back on the first ship, they had another problem. They had mounted the yard to the mast with some of the last of their remaining rope, and they'd found a sail that wasn't too badly burned. But how would they mount the sail to the yard? There just wasn't enough unburnt rope left.

Gobber didn't bother asking Stoick. He just limped over to Astrid and explained the problem. After a moment, she scratched some runes in the rocks.

MOUNT IT TEMPORARILY  
>AND GET OUT OF THE WAY<p>

The smith returned to the ship and gave the orders. Soon the sail was bravely hanging from the mast, held in place by a handful of fire-softened nails that would snap under any kind of pressure. The Night Fury gave some instructions to the Nadders, which strutted over to stand in front of the ship.

The rattling sound of their tail spines snapping into position made every warrior tense up. Those poisoned spines had been the death of many a Viking. More than a few of them reached for their weapons out of instinct. But Vikings were not the dragons' targets anymore. One of the Nadders whipped its tail and sent a line of spines straight into the yard, nailing the sail to it. The other three did likewise. When they were done, the sail was spiked firmly enough to withstand anything short of a full gale. The Night Fury growled something (she actually said "Very good shooting!"), and they all returned to watching the Vikings' progress.

"I never thought I'd see a positive use for those awful spines," Gobber muttered. "But, after all the other impossible things I've seen today, why not?"

By the end of the day, the Vikings had two seaworthy ships ready to launch. The Gronckles made short work of the launching process.

Also by the end of the day, the Vikings had a new second-in-command. "Spitelout, I'm not saying you aren't brave or loyal," Stoick explained. "But I need a man who can think as well as fight."

"That's not the Viking way," Spitelout protested.

"That's the _new_ Viking way," Stoick countered. "Things are changing all around us. Dragons can be our friends. Dragons are in our _families_, for some of us. We won't be raided any more. Our leaders _have_ to be able to handle changes like these. I'll be the first to admit, it's hard, and it's going to be hard for quite a while. Some of us are going to find it harder to change than others; I expect that. But the ones in charge have _got_ to be flexible."

"Who are you putting in my place?" Spitelout wondered.

"Someone who can change his attitude almost as fast as he can change his left arm," the chief replied.

He turned to Gobber. "It will take four – no, five trips for those two ships to carry all of us. Choose some crews for them, preferably volunteers, and divide everyone else into five groups. The wounded will go in the first group.

"We're going home."
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The word spread through Berk quickly when someone saw distant sails approaching. All the people who were left in town – the young, the old, and those who weren't allowed to be warriors for various reasons – were desperately hoping that this most recent expedition wasn't going to result in many lost ships and lost lives like all the others. They began lining the cliffs and the docks to see who was coming home.

Gunnarr and Edda Hofferson were among those who watched. He had been exempted from the raid because he was a valued tradesman (he was both the town's livestock veterinarian and the town butcher), and his wife stayed home to care for their two boys who were too young for war. Being excused from the raid brought them no joy, though. All joy had left their home on the day their Astrid disappeared.

The message she'd sent via her friends didn't help. It made no sense; why would she run away from home? She was happy, she loved her family, she was popular, and she was doing well in Dragon Training. The idea that she'd run off with the chief's spindly, accident-prone son was ludicrous, but it was either that, or no reason at all.

They always left an empty place at the table for her, hoping each day that this would be the day she'd come home. They'd forgive her for running, they'd forgive her for whatever wrong she'd done, they'd forgive her for the heartache, if she would just _come home!_

The initial sighting of the town's ships wasn't very encouraging. Twenty-one ships had sailed away; only two were coming back. Those two were tightly packed with Vikings, so the village's able-bodied population hadn't been _completely_ wiped out. No one would give up hope for their loved ones until the chief looked them in the eye and said, "I'm sorry." That was assuming the chief was among the survivors, of course. Viking chiefs usually didn't survive losing battles. It was an occupational hazard.

The depressed silence was broken by a startled female voice. "What are _those?_" The two ships were being followed by two black flying... things. If they were dragons, they were an unknown type. But if they were dragons, why were they peacefully following the ships, and why weren't the Vikings in the ships throwing spears and axes at them? The people were used to bad news; they had learned to handle that. The strange and the unknown – that, they didn't like so well.

The two ships glided silently into the docks of the harbor. Both had burnt timbers and frames, and the burn marks didn't line up from board to board. One of the ships had obviously been spliced together in the field from two different halves. The villagers didn't know what to make of that. Further speculation ended the moment Stoick opened his mouth.

"Make way! Make way for the wounded!" About a dozen walking wounded left the ships, with help from their shipmates, and made their way up the ramps toward Gothi's house. Most of them showed burn wounds, although one had apparently fallen a goodly distance. As each one passed the crowd gathered on the cliffs, some loved ones would leave the group and rush to greet their returning hero. No one wanted to see their family member wounded, no matter how honorable the scar, but in these circumstances, seeing them at all was a wonderful relief.

The chief led the other warriors up to the cliffs, followed by everyone who had waited on the docks for them. A handful of sailors greeted their families with joy, then went back to the docks, turned the ships around, and headed back out to sea. The rest stood beside Stoick as he braced himself for one of the hardest speeches he'd ever have to give to his tribe. The fact that it was nearly all good news didn't make it easier.

"Friends! Citizens of Berk! Let me tell you what happened out there. You are all going to find this hard to believe, _very_ hard. I assure you, it's hard for me, too, and I've been trying to come to terms with this for days. I am not crazy, I am not delirious, and I am not lying. These Vikings beside me are all witnesses, and they'll confirm that I'm speaking the truth.

"The first good news is that we did not lose a single warrior on this voyage!"

The cheer that went up was loud, but short-lived. An older man asked the question that was on everyone's mind – "Then where _is_ everybody?"

"Our ships were badly beaten up by a dragon; we lost the whole fleet. Those two ships were pieced together from the remnants. They'll have to make several trips to get all our people home. But they are _all_ coming home!" Now the cheer was whole-hearted. Stoick waited for it to end.

"The next good news is that the war with the dragons is over!"

That brought stunned silence, with murmured overtones. That wasn't quite the reaction Stoick had hoped for.

"You heard me! The dragons are _never_ going to raid us again!"

The buzz in the crowd began to grow. Someone shouted, "Does that mean you finally found the dragons' nest and took it?"

"That's what it means," Stoick grinned. "But that's not the reason why the war is over." His grin vanished. "This is the part that is going to be hard for you to believe. I know that, because I'm still having a hard time believing it. That's why I've brought all these witnesses to stand with me and testify that this is the truth.

"The war is over because the dragons are not our enemies any more."

If he said anything after that, it was drowned out in a sea of angry shouts and curses. Every soul in that crowd had lost a family member or a friend to the thieving, murderous dragons. How could they suddenly stop being enemies? Had he made some kind of _peace_ with them, dishonoring the memory of their lost loved ones? Stoick realized that the witnesses beside him might serve another useful function as well – bodyguards. He waited until the verbal storm subsided. There were still plenty of angry glares, but he could deal with those.

"Inside the nest, we found a giant dragon that ruled over all the others. The dragons did _all_ their raiding to feed this giant. If they didn't feed it, it ate _them_ instead."

"Was it bigger than a Monstrous Nightmare?" a child wanted to know.

"It was as long as _six_ Monstrous Nightmares," Gobber answered. "Four legs, six eyes, spikes on its back, a club for a tail... ye never _saw_ such a monster! It burned _all_ our ships with _one_ fire shot!" That brought the crowd to silence, even though Gobber was known to exaggerate the strengths of the dragons he faced.

"I'm sure you're wondering, how could we fight something like that and not lose a man?" Stoick continued. "The answer – and this is the _really_ hard part – is, we didn't fight it. We _couldn't_ fight it. The dragons fought it for us." As the crowd began to protest again, he turned to the Vikings beside him. "Is this the truth?" he demanded. They all nodded and voiced their agreement. The crowd settled down.

"Now that the giant dragon is dead, the other dragons will leave us alone. They like fresh, raw fish better than anything else, so they'll never steal our livestock again."

"How could you possibly know if that's true or not?" an older man demanded.

"This is the really, _really_ hard part," Stoick said. "The dragons told us so."

He'd expected silence. He'd expected disbelief. He'd expected anger. What he didn't expect was the whole town _laughing_ at him. That was hard to bear.

"Do you want me to prove it?" he bellowed. Even his mighty voice was hard to hear over the howls and catcalls of his people. "Because I will. Right now!" He turned away from them, stepped to the edge of the cliffs, and waved his hands over his head.

The two black flying things, which had been tracing circles in the sky half a mile away, turned and flew toward the village. They landed on the cliffs, one on either side of Stoick, showing themselves to be black dragons of an unknown but fearful-looking type. The laughter stopped instantly. One of them snarled viciously on landing, causing the group to draw back in alarm. A few of the villagers noticed that one of its legs was badly injured, and wondered if the snarl might have been from pain and not anger.

"Yes, if you were wondering, these are Night Furies," Stoick said. "They fought bravely to protect us; they're the ones who killed the giant dragon. They told me these things about dragons because they know how to write, and they can understand us when we speak to them."

"Do they understand when we say, 'Dragons go home'?" an old woman yelled. Several other people shouted encouragement.

"They _are_ home," Stoick said firmly. That brought silence.

"There is some kind of magic at work here. I don't understand it, and I don't like to think about some parts of it. But these dragons have proven, beyond any possible doubt, that they are telling the truth." He rested a hand on the injured dragon's head. That drew a gasp from the crowd.

"This one... is my son, Hiccup. He's been turned into a dragon. But it's still him on the inside."

The only sound was the breaking of waves on the rocks far below them. No one could think of any possible reply. They just stared. If their chief wasn't surrounded by witnesses whom they all knew and trusted, they would have condemned him as a madman on the spot. But the witnesses all nodded. Their chief, who hated dragons with a passion few could match, was standing next to the most feared dragon in their history, with one hand on its head and no weapon in his hand, and the dragon wasn't biting his hand off. What possible reply could they give? They stared and waited to see what would happen next.

The other dragon slowly walked toward the group. All eyes were on it. The people in the front tried to give ground, but the ones behind them got in the way and kept them from going anywhere. The dragon stopped about three feet from Mrs. Hofferson. It reached out with its foreleg and scratched one small word on the rocks.

MAMA

Edda stared at the word, then at the dragon. If the chief was right, then this was her daughter. The dragon was her daughter. Her daughter had come home. Her daughter was a dragon who had come home. Daughter... dragon... daughter dragon daughterdragondaughterdragon...

The human mind has limits to what it can handle, and it has defenses if those limits are breached. Edda Hofferson fainted dead away. Gunnarr and an older woman caught her as she fell, and lowered her to the ground gently. The woman tended to her as Gunnarr turned back to face the dragon.

Its bat-like wings and black color certainly made it look frightening. But its eyes were not the eyes of evil or murder. It moved to take a step toward the group.

"Stay back, Night Fury!" Gunnarr ordered shakily. "Leave us alone! Haven't you done enough to us, you... you _monster?_"

Those eyes actually looked hurt. It backed off a step and scratched another message on the rock.

PLEASE DON'T BE MAD, PAPA

Gunnarr Hofferson suddenly knew how it felt for a sword to pierce a man's heart.

He felt a flood of unhappy memories from his past, from the many times he would come home angry after a bad day in the butcher shop, shouting and looking for things to throw, and his tiny daughter would cling to his leg and beg him, "Please don't be mad, Papa!" Her words usually drew the sting from his rage. He couldn't be angry when she clung to him like that.

No one outside his own immediate household could _possibly_ know those words, or their effect on him.

Now those words had been carved in stone, right in front of him and everyone else in the village, by the hand of a... a... a _dragon?_ How could he believe such a thing?

Some things are simply unbelievable. Aren't they?

Slowly, he reached out a shaking hand. Just as slowly, the dragon stepped forward. It stopped and lowered its head, making a low burbling sound that wasn't threatening at all. He stretched his hand the remaining three inches and laid it on the dragon's nose. It blinked and looked back at him. He tried to speak, but his throat tightened and his voice completely failed him. He barely whispered one word.

"Astrid...?"

The great eyes blinked wetly. It slowly bobbed its head up and down, without breaking contact with his hand. Gunnarr's eyes became quite moist as well. Then they overflowed.

His choked sob was the only sound to be heard. No one else moved or made a sound. Everyone was staring at the impossible scene playing out in front of them. Some were unwilling to believe. Others desperately wanted to believe.

Some things are simply unbelievable. Yet they cannot be denied.

The village of Berk began to change that day. Some of the changes were small, some were huge. But of all the mental images Stoick would remember from those first few days of the homecoming, that picture of a tearful Gunnarr Hofferson on one knee, with one hand on the shoulder of his unconscious wife, and the other hand on the nose of the dragon that was his daughter, was the one he would never, _ever_ forget.

How could he? He knew _exactly_ how the poor man felt.
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"That was really hard."

Hiccup and Astrid were flying back from Berk to their nest, after helping Stoick convince the town that the dragon wars were really over. Astrid had also had to convince her parents that she was really their daughter, and that the only reason she had run away from home was to keep the villagers from killing her now that she'd been turned into a dragon. It had been a painful and emotional reunion.

"At least they finally believe it's me," she went on. "Maybe I'll be able to visit them some day soon, once the shock has worn off for them."

Hiccup didn't respond. She glanced at him. His jaw was clenched shut, and his eyes were slits. He was clearly in pain.

"Hiccup, is your leg getting worse?"

"It's really starting to hurt," he grunted. "Astrid, I... I think I need to land and rest for a few minutes." The Hiccup of old might have had that reaction to a paper cut, but for New-night-fury, that meant the pain had to be agonizing.

"We're out over the open ocean," she answered. "I can't think of any islands between here and the nest. And we're more than halfway, so turning back won't help. Just keep going."

He nodded and gritted his teeth. After a few more minutes, he said, "Astrid... please fly higher and see if there's any land in sight. Anything at all." She nodded and gained some altitude.

"There's a very small island off to the right, about a mile away," she called.

"I have to land, _now!_" he cried. "All my muscles are cramping up." He curled off awkwardly to the right, with Astrid right behind him, and glided stiffly until he reached the tiny islet. It wasn't much more than a rocky peak that stuck straight out of the ocean. It had no beach and no soil, just a couple of hardy pine trees and some moss on the rocks.

Hiccup tried to favor his injured leg when he landed, but he managed to hit it on the ground anyway. Immediately he fell over on his right side with a roar of pain, and lay there.

"Is there anything I can do?" she asked.

"I just need to rest," he said. "Oh, _man,_ that hurts! I almost wish you could kiss it better."

She started to swat him with her tail, then stopped herself when she realized she might hit him in his bad leg. "That _would have been_ for being fresh!" she snapped. Then she looked thoughtful. "You know, I _could_ make it better."

"No, you can't! Don't even try!" he burst out. "You need that Power to make another Night Fury! Don't you _dare_ waste it on something stupid like this!"

"Could this be the Night Fury who used up his own Power to heal a friend's tail?" she demanded.

"No, this is the Night Fury who used up his own Power to save another Night Fury's life and get him back in the sky," he answered. "You can't compare a bad leg to that!"

"A 'bad leg'?" she said. "Hiccup, this is more than just a bad leg! If you don't get something done about it soon, you might..." She couldn't finish.

"Maybe it would help if I soaked it in the ocean," he thought out loud.

"Or maybe you could attract sharks with an open wound like that," she countered. "You stay right here."

"Fine, Miss Bossy," he sighed, and slumped his head to the ground.

"I'm not saying it to be bossy!" she burst out. "I'm saying it because I'm really worried about you and I..."

"And what, Astrid?"

"I don't want to say it," she murmured, looking away. "Are you feeling any better, now that you're on the ground?"

"My leg feels worse, but the rest of me is a little better. I just need to rest. Fighting this pain is..."

"It's taking a lot out of you. I can see that by looking at you. What are you going to do?"

Hiccup lifted his head to look at her. "I think I have two choices. Either I can let Gobber take it off, or I can ask Toothless how dragons handle stuff like this. I don't think I'm going to like either option."

"Is there anything I can do?" she asked again.

"No... just stay close. You make things better when you're close." He closed his eyes and lowered his head again. She covered him with a wing. Within a few minutes, his breath was soft and steady. Whether he was actually asleep, or just resting, she didn't know. She didn't want to ask him, in case he _was_ asleep.

She let him rest for hours; his body and mind obviously needed it. She sat beside him, trying not to look at his hideously injured leg. With nothing else to do, she had time to sit and think.

It had been less than two months since their lives had been completely upended. She'd gone from a Viking warrior maiden, training to fight and kill dragons, to a Night Fury, trying to fight Vikings without killing them, and now she wasn't even fighting them any more. Hiccup had gone from the most incompetent and unloved Viking in his village to the most competent and beloved dragon in his nest. The two of them together had gone from half-hearted adversaries, to... what?

He'd been very up-front with his feelings lately – he really liked her. No, that wasn't true. She shook her head and forced herself to be honest. He _loved_ her. He always had. He wouldn't come out and say it, but after their few moments of sharing TrueSight, he couldn't deny it if he tried. If they were still human, he surely would be badgering his father to set up the engagement with her parents.

How would she have felt about that? Maybe it didn't matter, but if she could answer that question, it might help answer the _real_ question – how did she feel about him now?

If she'd been betrothed to Hiccup the Useless a year ago, she would have been horrified. She'd have begged and pleaded for her parents to change their minds. If that gambit had failed, her only alternative would have been to bully and terrorize Hiccup into letting her call the shots in the relationship, and then arrange things so they had as little contact with each other as possible, married or not.

That was before their first TrueSight showed her how familiar he was with bullying and terror. She felt ashamed that she even might have _considered_ treating him that badly. He might have been incompetent, accident-prone, and generally weird, but he never deserved _that_ kind of treatment. Still, the thought of being Hiccup's wife at that time would have been pretty close to the end of the world for her.

What about their last moments as human beings? She had spent weeks bitterly resenting his sudden success in Dragon Training, and the careless ease with which he'd surpassed her. She'd finally learned his secret – that he was training with a wild dragon – and was on the way to turn him in to the town leaders, when he and the dragon had literally swept her off her feet. They'd taken her for the most amazing ride she'd ever had (up until then), and she was beginning to warm up to him. What if she'd become engaged to him at that moment – how would she have felt about _that?_

Well, she'd rather have had him than Snotlout or any of her other choices. He was obviously braver than anyone knew, and the artificial tail that kept Toothless flying showed that he was capable of doing things right now and then. She might have wanted a longer-than-usual engagement, just to let him grow up from a boy into something like a man. On the whole, though, it would not have been the end of her world. She might even have welcomed it.

How about now? Now, Hiccup was better known as New-night-fury. His incompetence had vanished with his humanity; as soon as he became a dragon, it seemed like he did everything right on the first try, even though the things he was learning were physically impossible to him before. His timidity and low self-esteem had taken longer to fade away. But he'd eventually convinced himself, long after he'd convinced everyone else, that he was not a failure. He was the equal of his friend and tutor, Toothless, in most ways, and possibly better in some ways. All the dragons loved and respected him. If the Hiccup of a year ago could have met the Hiccup of today, and seen past their appearances into each other's minds, they wouldn't recognize each other.

How did she feel about him now?

She certainly respected him. He was kind, gentle, sensible, fair, clever... all the traits that had made him a failure as a Viking. But now he was also strong, brave, and decisive. He'd be the ultimate Viking now, except he was the ultimate dragon now.

The fact that he was an ultimate "anything" didn't mean much to her, like it might have meant a year ago. It wasn't that he had finally found his confidence. It was that he was now comfortable in his own skin, black and scaly though it was. He wasn't putting impossible pressure on himself any more. He had nothing to prove; he was content with who he was and what he was (and he was awesome). _That_ was the core of what drew her to him.

Was that attraction enough to sustain a life together?

Well, did she have any choice? Toothless had a distant history as a human, but there was just an air of different-ness about him. He'd been a dragon too long; with her own humanity still fresh in her mind, she couldn't think of him as a possible partner. She could choose to stay alone, but she knew she didn't want that. She could search the world and try to find another Night Fury who attracted her, if there was one. Or she could use her own Power to make a Night Fury out of a man whom she found appealing.

But there was no point in that last option, when sleeping next to her was a _very_ appealing man who'd already been turned into a Night Fury.

Still, she wasn't sure. Night Furies could live for centuries. She didn't want to be stuck with the wrong partner for that length of time.

She just watched Hiccup as he rested. Toothless had been right after all – Night Furies were _very_ good-looking dragons. She chuckled quietly at how her taste in males had changed. Two months ago, New-night-fury would have been something for her to kill, not to consider marrying.

Once Hiccup awoke, he'd be strong enough to fly back to the nest. When they got there, he could rest some more, and then make a decision about his leg. She had no idea what was best; if he asked her advice, she didn't know...

Had he _breathed_ recently?

She held her breath and leaned toward him. She couldn't hear anything. His chest wasn't moving. A wave of panic rose up in her –

...And then he exhaled. He growled quietly; one of his forelegs twitched. He was dreaming. His breath had probably stopped for a second, maybe a bit more. It had seemed a lot longer than that to her.

She considered how she'd felt in that endless awful second, when she thought he might be gone forever, and all her doubts flew away like frightened Terrible Terrors. She was sure now.

She woke him up as the sun was setting. "We told the other dragons we'd be home before the day was over. How do you feel?"

"My leg still feels like it's been branded," he groaned as he stretched. "The rest of me feels much better. I think I can make it home now." He flapped experimentally, nodded at her, and they sprang into the air together.

As they glided homeward, she sideslipped until their wingtips overlapped by about a foot. "Hiccup?"

"Hmmm?" he asked, looking at her curiously.

"I love you, Hiccup."

He sideslipped and increased the contact to about three feet. "I love you too, Astrid."

She slipped in and made it four feet. "I know," she smiled.

They flew the rest of the way home that way.
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Hiccup was discovering yet another advantage to being a dragon. Dragons heal very rapidly from injuries. It was only three days ago that Gobber had removed half of his wounded leg, working quickly while Fishlegs knocked him out with handfuls of dragon-nip grass. Already he was well enough to fly and stand upright. Gobber had checked out the wound today, pronounced it surprisingly good, and then shaken his head. "What's the world comin' to? I carved up a dragon with me sharpest instruments, to help 'im _live!_"

Hiccup wasn't even close to fully recovered, of course. Astrid and Toothless had limited him to easy tasks that didn't require any walking. Today's project was supervising the release of the dragons from Berk's training ring. They had been cooped up in tiny holding cells for years, and only released for short periods so young Vikings could learn to fight them. They were frustrated and belligerent, and no one could blame them. Hiccup's role was to speak their language and calm them down so they wouldn't attack the humans who were setting them free. His classmates in the final dragon-training class had been given that dubious honor.

As they approached the ring, Fishlegs looked thoughtful. "Hiccup, this is going to sound totally weird, but I'm going to miss that Gronckle. I mean, we kept trying to kill each other over and over, but we never did, and I got used to seeing him every few days. He's kind of cute, in an ugly sort of a way."

Hiccup scratched on the rocks that surrounded the ring.

YOU COULD MAKE FRIENDS  
>WITH HIM IF YOU WANT TO<p>

"I could? Yeah, I _want_ to! Uhhh... how?"

WHEN HE COMES OUT,  
>OFFER HIM A LITTLE DRAGON-NIP.<br>IF HE LIKES YOU, RUB HIS NOSE  
>SAY NICE THINGS<p>

"Okay. If you say so." All of Fishlegs' training had been to fight dragons, even though he hadn't been very good at it. The idea of approaching one with no hammer, no shield, nothing but a few blades of grass, left him feeling 97% helpless. But Hiccup said it was good, and a dragon should know about these things, right?

Hiccup approached the doors. "Is there a Gronckle in there?"

"Yes!" came a female voice. "I'm Gronckle-lugs-much-meat-back-to-the-Mother. You sound like a Night Fury. Can you get me out of here? _Please?_"

"The humans are about to let you out, sister. Don't attack them! Everything is different now. The Mother is dead, the wars are over, and we're done fighting humans. The big one wants to be your friend."

"That one? He never did me any harm. Okay, I'll check him out. Just get me _out_ of here!"

Hiccup turned and gestured with his head to Tuffnut, who swung the handle and opened the doors. The Gronckle shot out of captivity, but instead of searching for rocks and targets, she hovered and slowly rotated from side to side. The door to the ring was open; she could escape with ease.

The big human stood to the side, looking extremely nervous. "Nice dragon, nice dragon..." As the Gronckle got closer, Fishlegs held out a few blades of the grass.

The Gronckle took a suspicious sniff, then a bigger one. Her face lit up, and she flopped to the ground, waggling her stubby tail back and forth. Her rumbling growls meant nothing to the humans, but Hiccup heard, "Oh, baby, you _know_ what I like!"

SHE LIKES YOU

Fishlegs rubbed her nose as Hiccup had suggested; his face also lit up. "Oooh, you're such a cute little dragon! We're going to be friends forever! Hiccup, what should I call him?" The Night Fury started to scratch the Gronckle's name. "That's kind of long. Can I call him Lugmeat? No, Meatlug!"

Hiccup pointed at his previous message, trying to call attention to the word "she," but Fishlegs was oblivious. Oh, well; he'd find out soon enough.

Some people say twins think alike; others say they share telepathy. All Hiccup knew is that Ruffnut and Tuffnut nodded to each other, walked up to him, and said in perfect unison, "We want the Zippleback!"

"And I want that Monstrous Nightmare!" Snotlout exclaimed, caught up in the moment. "The most awesome Viking should get the most awesome dragon, right?"

Hiccup realized his morning had just gotten a lot busier than he'd planned.

That afternoon, he was back in the nest, explaining everything that had happened. He had a rapt audience; the other dragons were very curious about humans, now that they weren't the enemy any more.

"I might want to make friends with a human," Nadder-turquoise-loves-her-own-reflection said. "It would show them there's no hard feelings, and it would be nice to have someone who can scratch where it itches. Maybe he'd even shine my scales for me. Humans are kind of ugly, all soft and pink, but I could get used to them." Many of the others agreed.

"But that means you'd have to leave the nest and live with _them_," a Nightmare commented.

"Oh. I hadn't thought of that," said the Nadder.

"I know!" exclaimed Small-night-fury. "We can start a new nest in the village! It's a safe place now; there's plenty of room and lots of interesting people. Best of all, it's close to this nest, so if we want to visit or if any of us changes our minds, we can go from here to there any time we want!" Everyone liked that idea.

"This new nest will need a Night Fury, won't it?" asked Gronckle-grouchy-questions-everything. They all looked at their three Night Furies, who looked at each other.

"I'll go," New-night-fury said. "My father really wants me to come home, but I hate leaving all of you. If I could take a bunch of you with me, that would be the best of both worlds."

Small-night-fury slid closer to New-night-fury. "Wherever you go, that's where I'll go." Several of the dragons nudged each other and winked at that.

"I'll stay," said Night-fury. "Someone has to keep _this_ crazy nest under control."

New-night-fury looked sad. "We'll be separated, bud."

"Not by much; we're less than half an hour from you. It took you longer than that to walk from the village to the cove when you were human. We can see each other every day, just like we used to, except now, we can both fly."

The next morning, Stoick awoke to find a message carved in the ground in front of his house.

AT NOON, I'M COMING HOME  
>WITH A BUNCH OF DRAGONS WHO<br>WANT TO BE FRIENDS WITH  
>HUMANS LIKE THE TEENS DID.<br>WE'LL ALL LIVE IN BERK TOGETHER

Stoick did a facepalm. "A whole _village_ full of dragons! Walking in our streets and roosting on our houses! What _is_ this? Punishment from the gods?"

Hiccup was as good as his word. It wasn't the first time a cloud of dragons had descended on Berk. But it _was_ the first time they landed without attacking, and it was the first time they were welcomed instead of fought off. The catapults remained unmanned, and the night-vision torches were filled with fish as a peace offering.

The whole town turned out to watch them arrive. Some came out of idle curiosity, but many came because they'd heard about the teens and their dragons yesterday. They wanted to make friends with a dragon themselves, or at least see their neighbor do it so they could think it over.

As soon as the dragons landed, they began searching the crowds of people for someone who caught their eye. New-night-fury and Small-night-fury guided the dragons, while the humans got advice from the teens, especially Fishlegs, who quickly emerged as an expert. The pairing-off process went almost without a hitch, and Berk's society was radically transformed in a day.

Some of the dragons preferred a limited independence, and didn't bond with any humans; they were tolerated in town. Most of them made a special human friend and enjoyed spending time with that friend, even to the point of going flying with them. Those dragons were welcomed, and wandered the streets freely. It was common to find them resting on the roofs of the houses they once tried to burn.

But two special dragons were more than tolerated or welcomed. They were honored. They were given first pick of the fish that the dragons ate, and they were greeted by name wherever they went.

Everyone in Berk learned to tell their Night Furies apart on sight. Astrid was the smaller one, and Hiccup was easy to recognize, with half of his left hind leg missing. Gobber had offered to make him an artificial leg, but Hiccup had declined.

3 IS ENOUGH FOR THE GROUND.  
>I'M A CREATURE OF THE SKY<p>

Stoick and the Hofferson family had formally agreed that their children would be a couple, but they didn't call it engagement or marriage. Hiccup had explained (after talking to Toothless about it) that dragons didn't marry, but chose partners and kept them until they both agreed to choose someone else. Hiccup and Astrid had chosen each other and agreed to _never_ choose anyone else, and said so with scratched runes in front of witnesses from both families. That satisfied the proprieties for all concerned.

A special house was built for them; the humans called it the Dragons' Nest, or simply the Nest. It was the first time in history that a building was designed with input from dragons. The ground floor had a high ceiling; it was open to the elements and empty, except for a human-sized stairway to the second floor and a fire pit, which the dragons could light on cold winter days. New-night-fury and Small-night-fury used that space to hear and deal with the problems that came up among the other dragons of Berk.

The second floor was also open, for easy take-offs and landings, but had shutters designed by Hiccup that the dragons could raise and lower by pulling on ropes with their mouths. The second floor's main features were a large, smooth stone pad, suitable for two Night Furies to sleep on; a smaller stone for Toothless, who was a frequent visitor; a long, shallow sandbox for writing messages to Stoick and the other humans who visited them; and, off in the corner, an empty wooden box about two feet square and half a foot high.

"I still don't know why you two insisted on that box," Stoick said to them one day. "It's just taking up space. What's it for?"

Astrid wrote out the reply, with a sideways smile at her mate.

CONGRATULATIONS, GRANDPA.  
>I'M GOING TO LAY AN EGG!<p> 
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The nesting box never got used, though. Toothless hadn't had time to tell Hiccup and Astrid _everything_ about being dragons, and one of his oversights was the annual flight to the northern island where eggs are laid and hatched. (The omission was understandable, since Toothless had never gone on one of those flights.) The Night Furies' first clue was when, in the middle of their preparations for Snoggletog, a great cloud of dragons flew overhead, loudly inviting all the dragons of Berk to join them.

As the Nadders and Nightmares around them sprang into the air, Astrid turned to Hiccup. "I'm feeling something, like we should go along with them."

"I feel it, too," he nodded. "It must be one of our new instincts. Let's go!" They leaped upward and joined the huge migration.

Word quickly spread among the other dragons. "Night Furies!" "Night Furies are coming!" "The Night Furies are going to lay eggs with us!"

Hiccup flew alongside an unusually chatty group of Nadders. "If you don't mind my asking, why is everyone so excited about us?"

"Don't you _know?_" the leader exclaimed. "Our group of nests hasn't seen a Night Fury egg in over _sixty years!_ Your baby is going to be _very_ special!"

Hiccup glided back to rejoin Astrid. "I get the idea we aren't going to have much time to ourselves on this trip."

He was right. When they landed on the rocky shore of the warm-water lagoon, it seemed like every female dragon on the island stopped by to greet them, and make sure Small-night-fury was feeling okay. "We know this is your first egg, but don't worry," an old Gronckle chattered away. "Just do what comes naturally. And don't you _dare_ keep it a secret!" The two black dragons stretched out on the rocks and waited for nature to take its course.

Later that afternoon, a fuss arose on the other side of the lagoon. "Astrid, will you be okay for a few minutes? I think they need a Night Fury over there." She nodded, and he glided over to see what the problem was. Two late-arriving young Nadder couples had both landed at the same time, and they were both claiming the last open stretch of shore line, which clearly wasn't big enough for all of them.

"New-night-fury, is there any fair way to settle this?" one of the males asked. "I don't want to deny that one her egg-laying place, but I really think we got here first."

The other male was about to reply, but New-night-fury held up a paw for silence. He pondered for a moment. "How about if both of you males roost on the cliffs, right up there? That leaves plenty of room for both females on the shore, and you'll still be able to see everything, so you can tell when you're needed."

The other male smacked himself in the head with his wing. "Why didn't I think of that? Thanks, New-night-fury; you're awesome." The males winged up to the higher rocks, leaving their mates to start swapping dragon-girl-talk.

"No major problems," he told Astrid when he returned. "I was just doing what Night Furies do."

"Me, too," she smiled, and swung her tail aside, revealing a single jet-black egg, about seven inches long, in a secure place on the rocks. She looked very pleased with herself.

Hiccup stared at the egg, his mouth hanging open, speechless. He looked back and forth from Astrid to the egg several times before he was finally able to stammer, "Uhhh... uhhh... wow!"

Half a minute later, the commotion started. Someone else noticed the egg, and it set off a mini-migration. Every female on the island wanted to see it! There was much ooh'ing and ahh'ing, and some speculation about whether it would be a girl or a boy. "Most of us have never seen a Night Fury egg before," several of them told Astrid as they looked on.

In the middle of all this, Astrid cried out softly. Hiccup was at her side in an instant. "What's wrong?"

"It feels like the egg did, but I've already laid that. What else could it... ooh, there it is again!"

Hiccup thought hard. Finally, he smiled. "Small-night-fury, don't twins run in your family?"

"Yes, my mother is a twin, and my father had cousins who were identical... oh, no! Hiccup, you don't think... but Toothless always said _one_ egg a year! Just one!"

"Toothless doesn't know everything," New-night-fury said. "Everyone, take a step or two back, please! I think we've got another egg on the way!" They all backed up in complete silence, and a minute later, there were _two_ jet-black eggs on the rocks.

_This_ was something new! No one could _ever_ recall a Night Fury laying twins before; it was completely unheard of. For some reason, this made the dragons esteem their Night Furies even more highly, especially Small-night-fury. "They act as though we did something to _make_ this happen," New-night-fury said to his mate.

"Well, we _did,_" she grinned. "We just didn't know what a good job we were doing."

The dragons all changed her name to Night-fury-mother-of-twins that day. It took her a few days to completely adjust to her new name, but it wasn't a hard transition. "It always kind of bothered me, being reminded that I'm smaller than you," she told New-night-fury. "Now I'm famous!"

For the next three days, Astrid curled up protectively around her eggs and went nowhere. She had a steady stream of visitors who were checking up on her (and the eggs), so she wasn't out of the social loop. Hiccup joined some of the other males as they caught fish to bring back to their mates and early-hatching babies. His ability to stun a whole school of fish with one firebolt was much appreciated by the others, who let him gather all he could carry before swooping in to help themselves to the rest.

After dropping off a couple of redfish for his mate, Hiccup said, "I just noticed – Toothless isn't here."

"He wouldn't be," Astrid replied. "Only the egg-laying females and their mates come here."

"Oh. That's right." Hiccup looked a bit sad as he headed out to sea again.

Near the end of the third day, the eggs began to wobble. "Move it, Hiccup!" Astrid ordered. "Don't bother running to get the midwife, because there isn't one! It's time!" She retracted her teeth, picked up the nearest egg in her mouth, and dropped it into the warm waters of the lagoon. He did the same with the other egg. They both watched and waited.

After about a minute, they heard a muted underwater explosion and watched a cloud of bubbles rising to the surface. A few seconds later, a tiny black dragon, less than a foot and a half long, stuck his nose above the water and took his first breath. Then he paddled to the shore, where his parents met him. He instinctively rubbed noses with Astrid, then Hiccup. "Ma-ma! Pa-pa!"

Hiccup went completely to mush. "Awww, _look_ at him! He's beautiful!" A few seconds later, they heard a second submerged blast. This time, a little girl dragon poked her head out of the water. Hiccup thought his heart might melt.

"Here's _another_ thing you did right on the first try," Astrid smiled. "Go ahead! Do the 'proud papa' bit. You know you want to."

"Well, they _did_ say we shouldn't keep it a secret." He flew straight up about a hundred feet. "Everyone! Listen up! I have something _important_ to say!" He waited until the usual dragon hubbub had died down. "We just got two brand-new little Night Furies! A boy and a girl!"

What happened next was not a mini-migration; it was more of a stampede. _Everyone, _male and female alike, _had_ to see the newest additions to their favorite family. Some walked over, others flew over, and everyone was ecstatic. The littlest Night Furies lay curled up between their mother's forelegs, blinking with curiosity at all the attention they were getting. Hiccup basked in the compliments, until Astrid swatted him with her tail and made a swallowing motion.

"Oh, that's right! I'm fishing for _four_ now." He flapped seaward in search of fish, grabbed a big one for Astrid and a gullet-full of little ones for the babies, and returned to feed his son and daughter their first meal. He was powerfully struck by the sight of his tiny children sitting with their mouths open, completely trusting him to feed them and keep them alive. _I just became a __father__,_ he thought. _This is scary; I saw how my dad struggled with it. And yet... I'm starting to think I might even do __this__ right._

The next two weeks flew by. Hiccup and Astrid took turns looking after their babies while the other went out for food. Their children grew fast; they took their first tentative flights at eight days, and were soon zipping all over the island, playing with the other hatchlings. They always came back exhausted, and the four of them curled up to sleep together every night.

"If you'd told me a year ago that my son would be black and scaly, I would have had a heart attack," Hiccup murmured to his mate early one morning.

"You'd have had a heart attack at the thought of even _having_ a son," she replied. She looked up; dragons were beginning to rise into the air all over the island. "I think it's time for us to head home," she added. "What do you think, kids? Are you ready for your first big adventure?" They nodded excitedly. Four Night Furies joined the stream of dragons who were winging their way homeward. The little ones didn't quite have the stamina to fly all the way, so they rode on their mother's and father's backs for the last few miles.

Ruffnut was waiting for them on the cliffs. She'd seen some dragons arrive already with their babies, so she knew what was going on. She also knew her own dragon was a male, so there weren't any dragonets in her immediate future. But her friend Astrid would certainly be coming in with a little one.

She saw the two Night Furies from a distance and waved her arms at them; they altered course and landed on the cliffs, one on each side of her. She noticed the baby dragon on her friend's back and started to ooh and ahh over her, then saw the other little one on Hiccup's back. It took a second to register.

"You had _twins?_" They nodded. "_Excellent!_ Twins are awesome! I should know." She ran off to tell everyone.

Young-boy-night-fury and Young-girl-night-fury quickly became the talk of the town, even though they were only two of many brand-new dragons there. They were about three feet from nose to tail by now. Their parents had trained them about humans and some of their strange ways, so they adapted to village life easily. The children adored them, the adults offered them fish until they couldn't eat any more, and even Stoick smiled at the sight of them.

"They're not _quite_ what I had in mind when I dreamed about having grandchildren, but they're a fine-looking pair," he beamed as he hesitantly scratched behind the little boy dragon's ears.

Astrid's parents were a little more hesitant about the whole thing. The shock of learning what had happened to their daughter still seemed fresh to them; their minds understood that this was Astrid now, but their hearts had trouble accepting the new reality. They readily acknowledged that the two little Night Furies were Hiccup and Astrid's children, but the family connection to themselves... not so much. Hiccup and Astrid were patient; they knew first-hand how hard it could be to adjust to that kind of change.

The breakthrough moment came when Young-boy-night-fury climbed into Edda Hofferson's lap and rubbed his nose on her chin. She laughed and rubbed his neck, which made him purr, and which made Young-girl-night-fury join her brother in their grandmother's lap for her share of the attention. She shed a tear and smiled at the same time, and said to Astrid, "They're beautiful." From then on, things got better between the human side of the family and the dragon side.

Toothless' reaction to meeting them was classic. New-night-fury had firmly instructed all the other dragons to say nothing about his children when they returned, so all Night-fury had was curiosity... and he was seething with it! He flew into Berk the morning after the dragons returned, eager to see the newest addition to his species, and caught Hiccup's family as they were rising. He noticed Young-boy-night-fury jumping on his mother's back, and was about to congratulate her when he saw Young-girl-night-fury curled up next to her father. He swiveled his head back and forth between them, stammering incoherently, until Hiccup and Astrid had to laugh.

"_You're_ the one who told us to help repopulate the Night Furies!" Hiccup beamed. "Don't blame _us_ if we took you seriously. Kids, say 'hi' to Night-fury, but you can call him Uncle Toothless!" They swarmed over him, laughing and giggling playfully until he had to smile as well.

Someone else who was totally taken with them was Guana, the shepherd girl. She seemed to prefer the company of dragons to humans anyway. She always waved at Hiccup and Astrid as she hobbled to the sheep pastures in the morning, and waved again as she made her awkward way home. She took two small fresh fish in her pocket every morning, in case she met the little Night Furies, which always happened because they made sure to seek her out in the pastures whenever they went flying.

"Why does she look so different from the other humans?" Young-boy-night-fury asked his parents one day.

"When she was a baby, her house caught on fire," New-night-fury answered, without saying how that fire started. "She was badly burned before they could rescue her. It's a miracle she lived at all. But her face and her limbs are never going to heal."

"That's sad," Young-girl-night-fury decided. "She likes dragons so much. Why don't people like her?"

"They... aren't comfortable with the way she looks," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said. "People are cruel like that sometimes. That's why she's happier with dragons."

She glanced at Hiccup. He was suddenly wearing that "let's do something crazy" expression that she knew so well, both on his human face and on his dragon face. "Kids, why don't you go visit her in the fields? I think your father wants to talk to me about something."

"Okay, Mom!" The little dragons winged away easily; several of the other young dragons followed them.

Hiccup turned to Astrid with a smile. "You know me too well. I just had an idea. Guana is brave, and she seems to be pretty smart. She sure isn't happy in the body she's got, and –"

"_Whoa,_ Hiccup!" she interrupted. "I see where you're going, and it _might_ be a good idea, but are we going to just hit her with it? Just like that?"

"No, it wouldn't be right," he nodded. "We need to ask her first."

That evening, as Guana made her painful way home, the two adult Night Furies met her at ground level and invited her, by scratched runes in the dirt, to visit them in the Dragons' Nest. They carried her up on Astrid's back so she didn't have to climb the stairs.

The discussion lasted well into the night, mostly because it took so long for the dragons to write in their sandbox. As soon as she understood what they were suggesting, her answer was an emphatic "yes." Most of the time was spent making sure she understood the implications, especially the permanence of it. They took her for a ride on Astrid's back, just to make sure.

Two days later, Toothless dropped by for his weekly visit to Berk. He was surprised to find his friends' home empty. But there was a message in their sandbox. He was still learning human runes and he didn't understand all of it, but he recognized the word "cove." That could mean only one place.

When he landed, he found Hiccup and Astrid supervising their children as they took target practice against the rocks with their fires. "It's Toothless!" Hiccup shouted. The whole family gathered to meet him, led by the young Night Furies.

"Hi, Uncle Toothless!" they cried, and rubbed noses with him. Toothless expected a quick TrueSight from Hiccup and Astrid, but they both declined contact. That was very unusual.

"What's going on?" Toothless asked, his eyes narrowing. "Are you two trying to hide something from me?"

"Oh, not much," grinned Hiccup. "We'd just like you to meet someone. Guana?"

From out of the shadows of the trees stepped a Night Fury.

A _female_ Night Fury.

A _drop-dead-gorgeous_ female Night Fury.

Toothless' mouth fell open. He stared. She gazed back.

"Hi," she said shyly in a low, liquid voice. "You must be Toothless. Hiccup has told me all about you."

Toothless gulped. He couldn't utter a word. Finally, Hiccup nudged him with a wing. "Come on, bud! Say something! Do we have to change your name to Speechless?"

Toothless finally managed to blurt out "Hi!" He glanced back at Hiccup, looking for some kind of explanation.

"Don't look at me," he grinned. "Astrid is doing _her_ part for the Night Fury population, in every way she can."

"She transformed me yesterday," Guana added. "I _love_ what I am now! Look at me! I don't hurt all the time any more! And... and I'm _beautiful!_" She stretched out her left wing and turned to admire it. "I'd much rather be a perfect Night Fury than... what I was. But I don't know much about _being_ a dragon. It was a long walk from the village to here, even though walking doesn't hurt any more. Hiccup says you're good at giving flying lessons?"

"Uhhh... yeah! Yeah, we can do that!" The implications of a single female Night Fury in the neighborhood...

"We'll leave you two," Astrid said with a wink. "We'll be at home if you want to visit." She rounded up the little dragons, and they winged away.

Hiccup prepared to follow them, but Toothless tapped him with a wingtip. He leaned over to Hiccup and whispered, "I'm still half-speechless. How can I thank you?"

"We didn't do it to be thanked," Hiccup murmured back. "We did it for the Night Furies... mostly.

"But if anyone needs to say 'thank you,' it's me. I've got a wife, two children, a nest that looks up to me, a colony of Night Furies that can grow in safety, an amazing life, peace between dragons and humans, and the best friend a guy ever had. It's _all_ because of you.

"Now, go teach that pretty lady how to glide. Give her a good dragon name, like Lady-night-fury.

"And... thank you for everything, you toothless reptile."

_THE END_

_(of the first ending)_


	25. Ending 2-a

**Lightning And Death Itself** Ending #2a

A/N What will Hiccup do – stay in the nest or return to Berk? I couldn't decide which of two endings was best for this story. So I'm posting both of them. This is the first half of ending #2.

**o**

The three Night Furies had gathered on their ledge in the nest. "Hiccup, that injured leg is really making me nervous," Astrid said. "You need to do something about it, and I _don't_ mean tomorrow."

"Believe me, I know," he replied through gritted teeth. "Toothless, how do dragons handle an injury like this?"

"If you still had your Power, you could heal yourself," Toothless answered. "That's not a criticism, just a statement of fact. If there's no Power to use, we usually get a Gronckle to take it off; they have strong jaws and they can do it quickly, with the least amount of pain. Then a Night Fury clamps down on it with teeth retracted until the bleeding stops, and then you rest until it heals."

"Would you do the clamping-down part for me?"

"You know I'd do anything for you, Hiccup."

"Then let's get this over with." He took a deep breath. "Go find me a Gronckle."

Toothless sensed something in his friend. It was the same fear-turning-to-determination that he'd felt when they flew through those rocks on their very first flight together. That seemed like so long ago. Nearly everything in their worlds had changed since then, and it was all because a thin, misunderstood boy had overcome his fear. Now he was doing it again. What would come from _this_ decision?

There was a surplus of volunteers; everyone loved New-night-fury and wanted to see him healthy. They picked Gronckle-light-tan-bites-trees, for obvious reasons. But as New-night-fury lay on his side, surrounded by friends, bracing himself for the amputation, they were interrupted. A blue Nadder came in fast and landed hard on their ledge, squawking, "Don't do it! Please don't do it!"

Astrid tried to handle her. "We have to do it. He could die if we don't."

"He isn't going to die," the Nadder said. "New-night-fury, do you recognize me?"

He looked up at her, and his eyes went wide. "Yes, I think I do! Your name is...?"

"Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm. You set me free from that burning ship."

"Oh, was that you?" New-night-fury was surprised. "I knew you from somewhere else. The training ring in the place with the rocks. When I was a human, I tried to fight you there. I didn't do a very good job, fortunately."

The Nadder chuckled. "I thought I recognized the way you talk! You must be the one who tickled me instead of hitting me. That was the only kindness I ever got in that awful place. That's all the more reason I want to do this." To the other dragons, she said, "Please don't bite his leg off. I want to heal him."

A few of them gasped. Toothless exclaimed, "Are you sure, sister? You might need that Power some day for yourself."

"You're a fine one to talk, Night-fury," she shot back. "I've heard about how New-night-fury used his own Power to heal your tail so you could fly again. Everyone has been telling me how wonderful he's been to us dragons, even though he's been here such a short time. I owe him my life, maybe more than once. He deserves this. Please, let me do this for him."

They all drew aside as New-night-fury struggled to his feet. Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm took a deep breath, then breathed out a line of Nadder-fire. She traced a circle in the air with it; the circle filled itself in, became a disc, and began to pulsate with color. The Nadder focused on it, held it steady, waited until it had reached full power, then nodded. New-night-fury closed his eyes and stepped into it.

They heard the crack of thunder, saw the Vortex flash and vanish, watched as New-night-fury collapsed onto his left side and went limp on the ledge. They waited. Finally, he stirred and opened his eyes. "Ohhh, man... I'm glad I don't have to go through _that _whenever I get a headache." He stood up on four perfect legs. The nest was filled with cheers.

"Sister, thank you," he said. "You healed my leg, and you also helped me make a very important decision."

"I'm guessing you mean where you're going to live," Night-fury suggested.

New-night-fury nodded. "Ever since I saw my dad again, part of me wants to go home to be with him. But I don't know how that would work. I'd be a dragon in a village full of humans; I'd be a freak or a pet, not a part of the community. Part of me loves it here with all of you, doing what Night Furies are supposed to do. But I hate to break Dad's heart again. I just didn't know what I should do.

"But now I know. Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm just did something for me that no human ever did, or ever would do. She gave up something very important to her, just for me. I'd never get that kind of love from the humans I know. _You're_ my people, and _this_ is my place. I'm staying!" Again the nest erupted in cheers. He flew around the nest, collecting wing-taps and good wishes from all the dragons.

When he returned, Small-night-fury motioned that she wanted to talk to him in private. They had to wait until all of New-night-fury's well-wishers had flown back to their own caves and ledges, though. "What about me, Hiccup? My family really wants to see me again."

"Astrid, I can't give you orders. What's right for me might not be right for you, and I know how it feels to miss your family. I have a feeling that, if you go back, you'll find you're not really a part of the village anymore. It's not just that you look different; we've changed on the inside as well as the outside. If you're asking my opinion, I think you ought to visit your family now and then, but you should live with the ones who understand you the best now." He paused. "_I_ really want you to stay, too."

"It's not just my family," she said. "It's Ruff. We were always friends, and she's the only one who's really accepted me the way I am now. She risked a lot to try and save my life the other day. I miss her."

Hiccup nodded. "I'd say you should visit her all you want. Heck, let her climb on your back and go flying with her, like Toothless and I used to do. I bet she'd _love_ that."

Astrid's eyes lit up. "Oh, would she _ever_ love that! I can see it now! And her brother would be _so_ envious!" She laughed at the thought, then became serious again. "So what happens now?"

The sound of fighting distracted them. "Oh, not _again!_" sputtered Night-Fury from the next ledge.

"When you told us we'd have to solve disputes in the nest, you didn't tell me it would be this often!" New-night-fury complained.

"It never used to be like this," Night-fury answered. "I see them – they're up in the cone. Same plan as before, except we're coming up from beneath them."

"Same plan, here we go," Small-night-fury agreed. The three of them took flight in a wedge formation, with Toothless in front. He waited until he was very close to the pair of fighting dragons, then launched a partial-strength firebolt that caught both of them under their chins. It wasn't enough to do damage to dragons, but it startled them and hurled them apart by a few feet. Hiccup and Astrid charged in and each head-butted one of the combatants, forcibly separating them. The Nadder tried to hit back at Astrid, but she kicked him in the belly and tail-whipped his face, which seemed to knock the fight out of him.

Toothless flew back and angrily hovered between them. "Break it up, you two! You're _dragons,_ not a couple of human savages, remember? Now, what was _this_ fight about?"

The Nadder and the Gronckle both looked blank. "I... I don't know," the Nadder stammered. "I was just flying in as he was flying out, and something about the way he looked at me made me mad, so I attacked him."

"I just glanced at him," the Gronckle replied. "I didn't mean anything by it. I was thinking about fish, not fighting."

"Well... try to stay out of each other's way for a few hours, okay?" Night-fury snapped. The two dragons nodded and went their separate ways.

"That's the second senseless fight today," Small-night-fury commented as they returned to their ledge. "Two yesterday, one the day before... Whatever is causing it, it's getting worse."

"I've never seen or heard of _anything_ like this." Night-fury shook his head. "We used to have such a peaceful nest! What's happening to us?"

"I have an idea, but it's a longshot," New-night-fury began. "Toothless, what's the longest time a nest of dragons has ever been completely at peace?"

"I've _never_ heard of a nest being at peace," his friend answered. "What we've got here is something totally new."

"That's what I thought," Hiccup continued. "I wonder if dragons have been at war with the rest of the world for so long that we've bred an instinct for violence into ourselves? Only the ones who are good at fighting survive, so they pass on that fighting instinct to their children, and now we're a race of fighters. It's like we _have_ to fight somebody; if we know we don't have any external enemies, then we start turning on ourselves."

"That makes sense," Astrid nodded, "but if it's true, it puts us in a really bad position. What are we going to do? Start another war with people? Find a brand-new enemy to fight? Or just tear each other to pieces, two at a time?"

Hiccup shook his head. "Whatever it is, it doesn't seem to be affecting the three of us... right?" The other two nodded. "So it's up to us to come up with something. Sooner would be better than later." They all agreed, but no one had any ideas.

"While we're thinking," Astrid suggested, "would anybody mind if I flew down to Berk to visit Ruff?"

"Not a problem," Toothless said, "but don't be gone too long. If more of these fights start, we'll need you here to help break them up."

"Now that I'm back to normal, I can help more," Hiccup added, "but I definitely feel better when you're around."

"I'll be back in an hour or two," she nodded, and took off.

Her flight back to Berk was uneventful. She found Ruffnut in her back yard, bringing in the dry laundry, and grumbling about being stuck with the girl chores. Astrid landed lightly, which startled the girl for a moment.

"Oh! Hi, Astrid. I'm not used to dragons dropping in on me like that. I never had a friend who could fly before."

WANT TO FLY WITH ME?

Ruff's mouth fell open, and hung open for a count of five.

At last she spoke. "I have to finish this laundry first." She set a Viking record for bringing in the rest of the clothes, then turned and stopped. "Uhhh... what do I do?"

Astrid cocked her foreleg into a step and glanced back at it. Ruff cautiously stepped onto her leg and pulled herself onto the broad black back.

HANG ON

"Okay, I'm hanging," Ruff said, a bit nervously. She didn't have much to hang onto, so Astrid took off by running and flapping, instead of springing into the air like she preferred. Ruffnut nearly fell off a couple of times; Astrid had to twist herself in mid-air to keep her friend safely on her back.

Then they leveled off, about three-quarters of a mile up. Ruff glanced down. "Oh, wow. Oh... wow!" For the next fifteen minutes, all she could say was variations on that theme. It wasn't a very exciting dialog, but then, Astrid couldn't say anything in return anyway. She wondered if Hiccup had been rendered speechless the first time he'd ridden Toothless. She flew easily, letting her friend enjoy the view as the sun began to set.

That view was certainly spectacular. Good old Berk! Astrid had looked down on the village as her home, as a place to attack, and as a place to possibly come home to. Now she looked down on it as a place she would visit, but she could never call it 'home' again. It was a bit sad, but Hiccup was right – she'd never find a place there.

Suddenly she felt Ruff tense up. "Astrid, look to the south! What's that?" She turned away from Berk in the direction her friend was pointing. Dotting the sea in the distance were dozens and dozens of longships, the largest fleet she'd ever seen.

"We're not expecting any visitors or traders," Ruff said nervously. "I think Stoick needs to know about this." Astrid nodded and banked away toward Berk, descending steadily but quickly.

They found Stoick near the forge, and Ruffnut described what she'd seen. The chief turned to the dragon.

"Is that what you saw?" Astrid nodded vigorously.

"It could only be the Berserkers," Stoick decided. "Either Oswald the Agreeable isn't so agreeable any more, or he's been replaced by someone else." He cupped his hands to his mouth and bellowed to the entire town. "Sound the alarm! Man the catapults! Everyone, prepare to defend the village!"

"We can't stand up against an army that big!" Gobber exclaimed.

"We aren't going to surrender," the chief growled back. "We'll probably be in Valhalla before the sun rises, but we'll take a few of them with us!" They rushed to prepare the town for its final defense. Astrid was ignored in the confusion.

Every able-bodied citizen took up weapons and shield. They ringed the cliffs; no invader would be able to just walk into town. Parts of the ramps were taken up, so the Berserkers couldn't dock in the harbor and run up to the main level. Everyone was silent. They couldn't see the approaching ships in the darkness, but they had to be getting close. The men and women in the catapults strained their eyes to find a target. They all knew they were completely outnumbered, and everyone in town was destined for either the Berserker slave markets or the grave.

The four teens were grouped together as a reserve, with orders to run to the sound of the fighting. They were as silent as the adults at first, but that couldn't last.

"Our first battle!" Tuffnut boasted.

"Probably our last," Fishlegs nodded fearfully.

"I can't wait until they get here!" Snotlout said. "The first Berserker I see, is a _dead_ Berserker!"

"It's the second one that worries me," Ruffnut added. "I wish Astrid was here."

"Yeah, her and that axe... she'd take down a few of them," her brother nodded.

"I was thinking of Astrid the dragon," Ruff answered. "Can you imagine if we had a Night Fury on our side? That would be –"

"Look!" Fishlegs interrupted, and pointed out to sea. "Did you see that?" They looked. Roughly half a mile away – it was hard to tell distances over water at night – something had just burst into flames.

As they watched, a series of white sparks flashed, and more fires broke out on the sea. Shafts of blinding white light ignited additional conflagrations, punctuated by a few squirts of flowing fire and one or two intense explosions.

"What... is... going... on?" Tuff asked. He didn't like things he didn't understand. That didn't leave much.

Snotlout scratched his head and stared. "It almost looks like when the dragons used to –"

"It _is_ the dragons!" Fishlegs exclaimed. "It _has_ to be! They're fighting for us!"

"We _do_ have a Night Fury on our side!" shouted Ruff excitedly. "She flew home and got help! Go, Astrid! Girl power, woo-hoo!"

All around them, the nervous silence broke into a low buzz as the other Vikings realized what was happening. They might live to see the sun rise after all. But could they admit that they were thankful to _dragons?_ The sheer number of fires springing up on the water was sobering.

"Those white streaks have to be from Deadly Nadders," Fishlegs decided. "The little sparks are from Gronckles, and –"

"Yeah, yeah, we get it," Snotlout interrupted. "We don't _care_ about that! All we care about is that they're burning up the whole Berserker fleet."

"I'd sure hate to be a Berserker right now," Fishlegs said quietly.

"Better them than us!" Snotlout exclaimed, and the others had to agree.

After a few minutes, the sparks and streaks died out, leaving only dozens of bonfires floating on the sea. Eventually, those fires also died out, one by one, leaving Berk in the darkness of the new moon. Everyone stayed in their positions, just in case some invaders made it to their shores.

The night was long, dark, and silent. But somehow, somewhere in the darkness, fear gave way to hope.


	26. Ending 2-b

**Lightning And Death Itself** Ending #2b

A/N What will Hiccup do – stay in the nest or return to Berk? I couldn't decide which of two endings was best for this story. So I'm posting both of them. This is the second half of ending #2.

**o**

The sun finally rose on a scene of carnage. From the shoreline to a mile out, the sea was littered with burnt pieces of ships, floating sails and oars, and uncounted Berserkers who didn't live to see the sunrise. Over a hundred dragons were circling overhead. Every few seconds, a dragon would swoop toward the water and pluck something out. Stoick quickly realized they were rescuing the few survivors from the enemy fleet.

After several minutes went by and no more survivors were found, the dragons flew easily toward land. Each of them deposited its human cargo just behind the line of Vikings, where one or more warriors would sieze him and hustle him off. The Berserkers put up no resistance – they were tired, wet, cold, burned, stunned, demoralized, and cold some more. Once a dragon let go of its prisoner, it flapped up to the heights that overlooked the village and perched there. Berk was starting to look like a dragon's nest.

At last, the three black dragons landed near Stoick. The other Vikings gave them plenty of room, even though they'd proven themselves to be peaceful already.

Stoick wasn't sure what the protocol was for greeting a flock of friendly dragons, so he decided to treat them as a friendly tribe. "Good morning, Hiccup, Astrid, Toothless. You and your dragons did some very good work for us last night. You saved our village. We thank you."

The three Night Furies nodded politely. Then his son, the Hiccup-dragon, stepped forward.

WE WISH TO PROPOSE A DEAL.  
>YOU HAVE POWERFUL ENEMIES.<br>DRAGONS NEED ENEMIES OR  
>WE FIGHT EACH OTHER.<br>WILL YOU ACCEPT AN ALLIANCE?

Stoick read the runes twice to make sure he understood. Then he spoke in a low, tired voice.

"Hiccup... just once... I wish you and I could get together without you turning my world upside down. An alliance between Berk and the _dragons' nest?_ What would our fathers say?"

THE QUESTION IS,  
>WHAT WILL <span>MY<span> FATHER SAY?

Stoick looked to Gobber. He _really_ needed some wise advice right about now.

"We know what th' dragons can do to people they dinna like. I'd feel good, knowing they were on our side, Stoick. What are th' terms of this alliance?"

It was Astrid's turn to write on the rocks.

WE WILL LEAVE ONE DRAGON HERE.  
>IF YOU ARE ATTACKED, TELL THAT DRAGON.<br>IT WILL FLY TO GET HELP.

"That's it?" Gobber asked. "What do _we_ do for _ye?_"

YOU GIVE US AN OUTLET  
>FOR OUR AGGRESSIONS.<br>WE NEED THAT

"It seems reasonable," Stoick nodded. "I'll have to bring it before the council, but I think they'll accept it, and we'll make out a written agreement. That one dragon you leave – would it be one of you?"

NO, WE'RE NEEDED IN THE NEST.  
>PROBABLY A DEADLY NADDER.<p>

"You're needed in the nest," Stoick repeated sadly. "Does that mean you're not going to...?"

Hiccup took over again.

WE HAVE TO GET OUR FLOCK HOME.  
>WE'LL BE BACK TO DISCUSS THIS.<p>

Stoick nodded slowly. The Night Furies rose into the air, roared and growled for a few seconds, and led all the dragons out to sea, except one Nadder who would serve as Berk's first watch-dragon.

That Nadder would be replaced by a different dragon twice a day, so no one would have to spend too much time away from the nest. It didn't take long for a new tradition to spring up in Berk – throwing a fish to the watch-dragon for good luck. Once that happened, there was never a shortage of volunteers in the nest to serve as watch-dragons.

Back in that nest, the atmosphere was relaxed, even jubilant. There were no more fights between dragons. Just knowing that they might have enemies to fight was enough.

"Dragons and humans are actually _dependent_ on each other now!" Toothless mock-complained. "Hiccup, I could almost regret turning you into a Night Fury. By the time you're done changing everything in sight, there won't be anything left of the world I've always lived in."

"Don't hang _all_ the blame on my tail!" Hiccup replied with a toothy grin. "It was Astrid's idea for us to help defend Berk. All I did was point out how it would be good for us as well as them."

"Point it out?" Astrid sputtered. "You yelled, 'Who wants to attack something?' so loud, the _whole nest_ could hear you!"

"And they all _wanted_ to attack something, which means it was a good idea," Hiccup added. "Now Berk has an air force, our nest has a safety valve, and everybody's happy."

"Everybody except our parents, I think," Astrid said with a touch of sadness.

"Oh, yeah. That," Hiccup nodded. "Toothless, can you mind the nest for the rest of the day? Astrid and I need to go back to Berk for a while. We have to say our goodbyes."

"For what it's worth, I think you chose wisely," Toothless nodded. "It took all three of us to solve this crisis. I doubt I could have done it alone. This nest needs all the Night Furies it can get." He took a deep breath and let it out. "To be honest, so do I." He watched them as they flapped up the cone and out of the nest.

Hiccup sought out Gobber first, and explained his decision (and his suddenly-healed leg) by scratching his runes in the dirt. Gobber nodded.

"Ye weren't the best apprentice I ever had, but ye tried hard. Ye make a fine dragon, though, an' no mistake about that. Drop by an' say hello now and then, will ye?" His voice dropped to a near-whisper. "An' take good care o' that young lassie, too! She's a fine one!" He made a clucking noise and winked.

As he left the smithy, he heard Ruffnut's unmistakeable voice from overhead. Astrid had her up in the air again, and judging by the way she was whooping and waving, she was having the time of her life. No surprise there.

People all over town were stopping to watch them whipping back and forth across the sky. He noticed the other three teens taking an unscheduled break from their chores, gazing up at Ruffnut with palpable envy. Fishlegs murmured, "I would _so_ love to do that." Hiccup walked up to him, nudged him with his head, and glanced at his own back with a warble.

"Me? Go riding on you?" Fishlegs fumbled for words. "That's kind of awkward. I mean, you're really Hiccup, and riding on Hiccup is... is that okay?" Hiccup repeated the gesture, showing some teeth this time. "Okay, okay! Never make a dragon mad, that's what I say." He climbed onto Hiccup's back.

"Hey, how come he gets a ride?" Snotlout demanded. Hiccup scratched in the dirt.

HE ASKED FIRST

Then he sprang into the air. Fishlegs had a moment of terror and almost fell off, but then he leaned forward and found his balance. "Oh, yeah!" he shouted. "I think I just took a level in 'awesome'!" _So this is how Toothless felt when I was riding him,_ Hiccup thought. _It's kind of fun._ His passenger was really getting into it as he caught up with Astrid.

"I'm the queen of the world!" Ruff was shouting, raising her fists over her head.

"And I'm the king!" Fishlegs called, with a matching gesture. Ruff looked startled, even irritated; she wasn't expecting company in the air. When she saw who it was, her irritation turned to a more speculative look. _Hmmm, _Hiccup thought._ Could those two be...? Nahh!_

Of course, the other two teens had to have their turn when the first two rides were done. As Hiccup came in for a landing with Snotlout, his passenger leaned forward. "Don't tell anybody I said this, cousin, but you turned out okay!" They all asked the dragons to visit now and then, which they agreed to do. Hiccup made a mental note to retrieve Toothless' saddle from the cove; he or Astrid might well be wearing it themselves soon. Oh, the irony...

"Oh, and one more thing, Hiccup?" Snotlout said. "I've decided to be nice and let you have Astrid as your girl. I'm not going to chase her any more." Hiccup grunted and nodded politely.

Then it was time for Astrid to explain things to her parents. Hiccup went to find his father. This wasn't going to be fun.

"I saw this coming," Stoick said sadly. "I've spoken to the Hoffersons, and they're agreed that you and their daughter are a couple, in whatever way you dragons do those things. There won't be any outraged kinfolk tracking you down to avenge her honor. That's about all I can do for you. Is there nothing I can do to change your mind?"

DAD, I LOVE YOU, BUT THIS CAN  
>NEVER BE MY HOME AGAIN.<br>I'VE CHANGED TOO MUCH

"When I lost your mother, I thought my world ended. Then when you disappeared, I thought it really ended. Then I got you back, with some changes, and now you're leaving again?"

I CAN VISIT.  
>I'LL BE HERE FOR SNOGGLETOG<p>

"Do you really have to go?"

NO ONE HERE MISSES ME EXCEPT YOU.  
>WITH THE DRAGONS, I FIT IN.<br>THEY DEPEND ON ME

Stoick shook his head. "If the others are depending on you, I suppose you have to do what you have to do. You're a chief now, I suppose. You have responsibilities, and I know how that is." He sadly rested his hand on his son's head, no longer appalled at how the scales felt. "I had dreams of you taking my place some day. But you've found your own place, doing it your own way like you always did. I guess you've become a man, in a dragony sort of a way.

"I'm proud of you, son."

Night Furies aren't supposed to cry.

But if they have to blink back a few tears now and then, no one holds it against them.

_THE END  
>(of the second ending)<em>

_(which means it really is the end)_


	27. Night Fury Populations

**Lightning and Death Itself** Population Estimate

Just for fun, let's consider what will happen to the Night Fury population over the next few years, using Ending #1 as a starting point.

We'll make the following assumptions:

=Hiccup and Astrid are the first mating pair.  
>=Toothless and Guana immediately form the second mating pair.<br>=Guana will transform a human into a Night Fury very soon. That new Night Fury will also transform a human of the opposite sex, to make a third mating pair.  
>=Night Furies reach physical maturity at age 3.<br>=Once they pair off, they stay paired off for life.  
>=When a Night Fury reaches the age of 2, heshe will search for a suitable human of the opposite sex who will make a good Night Fury, and transform him/her near the end of that second year. Thus, as soon as a Night Fury reaches maturity, his/her partner will be there and ready to mate.  
>=Nobody dies of accidents, sickness, or violence.<br>=Just to keep it simple, we'll say Astrid will not lay any more twins, and none of her children will inherit that tendency from her. We'll assume one egg per couple per year.  
>=We won't consider Night Furies who might be living elsewhere; we'll look only at the ones who live in or near Berk.<p>

Given these assumptions, how fast will our friendly dragons repopulate their race?

When the story starts, there is only Toothless. The Night Fury population is 1. But Toothless pulls the transformation of the century, and gets the ball rolling.

At the end of year 1, we have Hiccup and Astrid and their hatchling twins, Toothless and Guana, and the dragon Guana transforms, along with that dragon's newly-transformed mate. That gives us six adults and two hatchlings, for a Night Fury population of 8.

At the end of year 2, the hatchling twins are now yearlings. Three new hatchlings from the three adult pairs take their places. The number of adults is unchanged. Our Night Fury population is up to 11.

In year 3, we've got three new hatchlings, three yearlings (last year's hatchlings), the twins are now two years old, they've both transformed their future mates, and we still have our original six adults. Now we've got 16 Night Furies. Looking good so far!

In year 4, the three hatchlings from Year 2 are now two and transform their future mates, and the twins and their mates begin laying eggs themselves. Our population jumps to 23.

I won't bore you with all the math from here on, but let's skip ahead to year 10. At that point, if I've figured it right, we'll have 36 newly-hatched babies, 25 yearlings, 18 two-year-olds and 18 newly-transformed mates-to-be, and 104 adults, for a total of 183 Night Furies. It looks like the race is being repopulated pretty well, wouldn't you agree?

As more time passes, the numbers will mount up even faster. If Astrid or any of her children lay twins at any point, they'll climb faster yet. For instance, one set of twins in Year 4 jumps the year-10 population from 183 to 189.

Every single one of them can trace his/her existence back to Toothless. Look what you've started, you useless reptile!


	28. Deleted Scene 1

**Lightning and Death Itself** Deleted Scene 01

A/N _I've gotten multiple requests to write sequels, epilogs, etc., for this story. At this time, I don't have any ideas to add; the book is pretty well closed. But in the interest of keeping my readers happy, I can offer you something a little different: deleted scenes._

_Like the deleted scenes that you get when you buy a movie on DVD, these are chunks of dialog and action that I considered writing, but ultimately left out or glossed over because I thought they distracted from the flow of the story. But they have merit, and since you want to read more from this story, I'll write them out and let you enjoy them. They will appear in no particular order._

_This scene takes place immediately after the end of Chapter 21._

**o**

"…Astrid?" he sobbed, nearly choking on his tears. Gunnarr couldn't question that it was her, even though his eyes and his common sense told him otherwise. It was as though she had come back badly mauled by some wild animal, to the point that he almost couldn't recognize her, but still knew it was her.

"How did this… what happened to you?"

WRITING IS HARD FOR ME NOW  
>CAN WE WAIT UNTIL MOM IS READY?<p>

Gunnarr glanced at his wife. Edda was showing signs of regaining consciousness. She shook her head slowly and opened her eyes. "Gunnarr? What am I doing down here?"

He took her hands in his. "You fainted, dear. I guess your nerves couldn't handle it."

She started to say, "Couldn't handle what?" and then she saw the black dragon standing within touching distance of her husband. She gasped and tried to scramble away, but the feet of the crowd behind her kept her from getting very far.

"It's okay, Edda! It's okay!" he tried to reassure her.

"But that's a… that's a…" she stammered in terror.

He knelt and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. "Yes, I know what it is. I also know _who_ it is."

She slowly remembered what had happened just before she fainted. The chief had been explaining how the one of the two Night Furies was really his son, and the other one had approached her and called her… Mama.

She shook her head hard. "Don't let me faint again! I'm not a fainter!" She tried to stand up, but was still too shaky; Gunnarr helped her to her feet. He felt like the crowds around them were pressing in on him, and they also were intruding on what was likely to be a very intense family discussion.

"Could you people please back away a few steps?" he called. Everyone's attention was on the Night Fury. No one moved.

"Please! We need to… please, let us out of here!" Still no one moved.

The black dragon took a half-step forward and snarled viciously. _Now_ they moved! Within moments, Gunnarr and Edda were the only people within a hundred feet of the dragon, which quickly lowered its head and made a soft warbling sound. Edda had tried to run with the others, but her husband held her back.

"Edda… it's her!" He pointed at the runes she'd scratched on the rocks. "It doesn't make sense, but it's really her!"

"It can't be," Edda sobbed. "That's not my Astrid!"

IT'S ME

"How... how could you be?" she sputtered. "How could my little girl turn into a dragon?"

ANOTHER DRAGON TRANSFORMED ME  
>IT WAS MAGIC<p>

"Well, I hope you killed him for doing that to you!"

THIS IS VERY COMPLICATED  
>HIS REASONS WERE GOOD<br>I DON'T HATE HIM

"Astrid, honey," her father said softly, "these rocks are going to wear out your... claws. Let's go home, where you can write in the dirt, and we'll all be more comfortable." The Night Fury nodded, and they passed through the gap in the crowd that magically opened as they approached. Everyone stared at them, from a healthy distance, until they were out of sight.

As they drew near the Hofferson home, the door flew open and Astrid's two younger brothers burst out... and stopped dead in their tracks. Eyes as wide as saucers, mouths hanging wide open, they just stared at the creature that was walking next to their parents. The dragon's eyes lit up at the sight of them.

VARINN, HOW HAVE YOU BEEN?  
>RANGI, YOU LITTLE TROLL<p>

Both boys stared at the runes the dragon had just scratched in the dirt. Varinn, the twelve-year-old, turned to his father. "How does it know our names?"

Nine-year-old Rangi exclaimed, "That's what Astrid calls me!"

I KNOW

"How do you know?" The boy was directly addressing the dragon, as though he'd been talking to Night Furies all his life.

I'M ASTRID  
>I GOT TURNED INTO A DRAGON<br>BUT I'M STILL YOUR SISTER

He stared. "The chief says dragons always lie."

THE CHIEF'S SON IS A DRAGON, TOO  
>AND WE ALMOST NEVER TELL LIES<p>

"Is that true?" the boy demanded of his parents. They nodded.

"Is it... safe?" Varinn quavered. They nodded again, and so did the dragon.

"I thought dragons were bad," Rangi said quietly. His big brother very hesitantly walked up to Astrid, stretched out his hand, and patted her on the nose. She made a burbling sound that scared Varinn at first, but he realized that the huge beast was being friendly, and patted her on the nose some more. Rangi also started away, but didn't want to look scared in front of his brother, so he forced himself to join Varinn and pat the dragon's jaw.

"Now do you believe it's her?" Gunnarr asked his wife.

"This is just... impossible!" she burst out. "My brain has to believe it, but my heart can't accept it. That's _not_ the little girl I gave birth to, and nursed, and taught how to walk and talk and dress herself."

Gunnarr walked around to where his sons were standing. "Boys, I need you to step aside so she can write. Astrid... please, tell us what happened to you."

LONG STORY

"We have to know." The dragon nodded and began to write in the dirt.

HICCUP TAMED A NIGHT FURY  
>HE TOOK ME FOR A RIDE ON ITS BACK<br>IT TURNED BOTH OF US INTO DRAGONS  
>IT CAN'T BE UNDONE<br>ACCEPTING THE CHANGE WAS HARD  
>BUT I'M TOTALLY A DRAGON NOW<br>I LIKE WHAT I AM

Gunnarr sadly put an arm around his wife's shoulders. "I've been totally fixed on how hard this is for the two of us to accept," he sighed. "I've barely given a thought to how hard it must have been for her." He faced Astrid. "Are you sure you're okay like this?"

ACCEPTING IT WAS THE HARDEST  
>THING I'VE EVER DONE<br>I'VE FULLY ADJUSTED TO IT  
>I LOVE FLYING<p>

"I can imagine," her father nodded.

In moments of great stress, it was easy for Edda to fall back on old motherhood habits. "Can we... get you something to eat?" she asked nervously.

FISH WOULD BE GREAT

"I think we've got some in the cellar. Come on in and let's see what I can find." Edda led the way toward the house, followed by her sons, then Astrid, then Gunnarr. The procession stopped abruptly at the threshold. The dragon was too big to fit through the door.

"Huh," Gunnarr said with a shake of his head. "Your big cousin Birna has trouble getting through doors sometimes, but I never imagined _you'd_ have that problem."

Astrid laughed. It didn't sound like Astrid's girlish laugh at all; it was a baritone chuckle from a mouth that could not form consonants. Yet there was no question she was laughing.

Somehow, that did it.

Somehow, that simple, almost-human reaction to a terrible family joke finally touched Edda Hofferson's heart with the truth.

She took a step toward the Night Fury, then rushed at her, threw her arms around the thick black neck, and clung to her, sobbing, "My daughter... oh, my poor daughter..." The dragon's eyes got a little bit moist as well. The boys turned away in embarrassment. Gunnarr just rested one hand on his wife's shoulder until she regained her composure.

"Astrid, please... tell us why you ran away."

VIKINGS KILL DRAGONS

"She has a point," her father nodded. "What about you and the chief's boy, Hiccup? You two ran away together, right? Uhhh... is there anything between the two of you that I ought to know about?"

WE ARE A COUPLE

Edda burst into tears at that. "No, not that! You're supposed to get married first!"

WE CAN'T SAY VOWS  
>WE CAN'T WEAR RINGS<br>DRAGONS DO THINGS DIFFERENTLY

"I don't think your mother's bridal crown would look good on you," Gunnarr nodded, "but we both longed for the day when you'd marry a nice boy."

I DID, SORT OF

"Astrid... are you going to come home now?" Edda asked through her tears. The dragon paused.

DO I HAVE TO ANSWER THAT NOW?

"That sounds like a 'no'," her father thought out loud.

I'M JUST NOT SURE  
>SO MUCH HAS CHANGED<br>BESIDES, THE OTHER DRAGONS NEED ME

"What do they need you for?" Varinn wondered.

NIGHT FURIES RULE THE NEST  
>I'M LIKE A CHIEF NOW,<br>WITH HICCUP AND TOOTHLESS

"Who's Toothless?" Edda asked.

THE OTHER DRAGON

"This other dragon doesn't have any teeth?" Varinn cut in.

She showed them how her teeth retracted and popped out. "Cool!" Rangi exclaimed. "Do that again!"

"So my runaway daughter... is a dragon now... and she's kind of married now... and she's kind of a chief now..." Gunnarr shook his head. "Got any more impossible surprises for me to adjust to today?"

I CAN'T THINK OF ANY

"Hey, Astrid," Rangi asked, pulling on her wing. "If that other dragon could take you for a ride, then could _you_ take _me_ for a ride?"

MAYBE SOMEDAY,  
>BUT NOT TODAY,<br>YOU LITTLE TROLL

"Hey!" he shouted. "I'm not a troll!"

"Don't pull her wing like that, dear," Edda admonished him.

"So... what are you going to do next?" Gunnarr asked softly.

I HAVE TO HELP HICCUP  
>GET BACK TO THE NEST<br>HIS LEG IS HURT; HE NEEDS HELP

Edda nodded. "I'm pleased by that, Astrid. Not that he's hurt, but that you want to help him. You never used to be the nurturing type."

LIKE I SAID,  
>A LOT HAS CHANGED<p>

"Will you at least come visit now and then?" her father almost pleaded. She nodded vigorously.

AS SOON AS WE DECIDE, YOU'LL  
>BE AMONG THE FIRST TO KNOW.<br>NO MATTER WHAT, I'LL VISIT

"We?" Edda asked.

"Her and Hiccup," Gunnarr said.

Edda shook her head. "This is going to be so hard to get used to! Is there anything that _hasn't_ changed?"

I STILL LOVE YOU  
>I MISSED YOU ALL A LOT<p>

Gunnarr moved to hug his daughter's neck, but Edda got there first. "I'll find a way to adjust, somehow," she sobbed. "All that really matters is that you came home! Oh, praise every god we know of, and few that we've forgotten about! My baby came home! _You came home!_"

Gunnarr realized that his daughter's neck was probably big enough for two people to hug at once. He tried to give her one of his big-daddy bear hugs; he realized that those worked better when he was bigger than her. "We both tried to guess why you left. I admit, this is just about the _only_ reason we didn't think of. It's a hard thing... I'm sure it's hard for you too... but _please_ come back home, and if you can't, then please visit as much as you can!

"You look a little different, but... somehow, you're still our daughter."

ONE WAY OR ANOTHER,  
>I'LL BE BACK<br>I PROMISE

Then she leaped into the air and glided back to the cliffs to find Hiccup. The rest of the family stood side by side and watched her fly away.

"Wow," intoned Rangi.

"I've got a Night Fury for a sister," Varinn said softly.

"She came home," Edda barely whispered.

Gunnarr's only words were, "We'll have to make a wider door."


	29. Deleted Scene 2

**Lightning and Death Itself** Deleted Scene 02

A/N _I've gotten multiple requests to write sequels, epilogs, etc., for this story. At this time, I don't have any ideas to add; the book is pretty well closed. But in the interest of keeping my readers happy, I can offer you something a little different: deleted scenes._

_Like the deleted scenes from a movie or TV show, these are chunks of dialog and action that I considered writing, but ultimately left out or glossed over because I thought they distracted from the flow of the story. But they have merit, and since you want to read more from this story, I'll write them out and let you enjoy them. They will appear in no particular order._

_This scene takes place immediately after the end of Chapter 9._

**o**

"Okay, guys, _now_ what do we do?"

Ruff's question fell on three sets of completely stunned ears. They had just come (they thought) within a hairsbreadth of being attacked by two Night Furies, only for the dragons to claim that they were actually two of their friends, Astrid and Hiccup, who had disappeared days ago, and had somehow turned into dragons since then. The Night Furies hadn't tried to attack at all; instead, they scratched runes on the rocks, trying to communicate with the teens. Ruff was completely convinced that it was really them; the others weren't so sure. It was such a bizarre, unexpected encounter, they still weren't even sure it had really happened. The best proof that it wasn't a dream was the rows of runes that the dragons had made.

One set, in particular, demanded a response on their part.

TELL OUR PARENTS WE ARE OKAY  
>TELL THEM WE RAN AWAY<br>WE WON'T BE COMING BACK

"Do you want to take a message like that to the chief?" Snotlout quavered; he'd been badly shaken by the encounter. "_I_ sure don't!"

"Somebody has to do it," Fishlegs countered. "He hasn't been himself since Hiccup vanished. All he does is send out searching parties that don't find anybody."

"Do you think _this_ is going to make anything better?" Tuff challenged him.

"Well, somebody has to tell the Hoffersons, that's for sure," Ruff said. "They're both total wrecks. I'll do it, if somebody comes with me." She looked at each of them in turn. They suddenly realized that whoever didn't go with her would wind up taking the message to Stoick instead. They all volunteered at once.

"I'll take my brother," she decided. "Snotlout, you're in Stoick's family, and Legs was… sort of a friend to Hiccup, so you talk to the chief."

"Now?" Lout asked, hoping the answer was "no."

"It's too dark for us to go back to town now," Fishlegs said. "We ought to wait until the morning." It was decided; they would wait.

None of them got much sleep that night. Their camping trip had taken a turn for the weird.

The next morning, they packed up their gear without saying much to each other. They all reread the dragons' runes several times, knowing that this might be their last contact with their friends. One or two storms would wash the runes away, and they would be gone forever.

The trip back to town was also mostly silent. Ruffnut and Tuffnut didn't even bother fighting with each other over who would carry what. They returned to their homes, greeted their families without much joy, and met again in the middle of town.

"Don't you guys _dare_ wimp out on this," Ruff warned them. She and her brother turned and headed for the Hofferson home. Snotlout and Fishlegs looked up the hill toward the chief's house.

"You know," Lout said thoughtfully, "if the chief is in a bad mood, then it wouldn't be wimping out if we don't tell him. It would be the smart thing to do."

"I really don't think that's what Ruffnut had in mind," Legs objected.

"Who put her in charge?" Lout demanded.

"Well, Astrid used to be in charge, kind of, and Ruff is the only one who's making decisions, so I guess she put herself in charge."

"Huh!" Snotlout snorted. "_I_ didn't vote for her, so she can't order me around! I've got some important stuff to do anyway, so you can do whatever you want." He trotted back toward his home, leaving Fishlegs alone and full of dread. He _couldn't_ do this by himself!

Then his face lit up as he realized he might not have to. He ambled toward a place where some strong moral support might be found.

Edda Hofferson heard a knock at the door. She rushed to open it, hoping it might be Astrid, home at last.

"Oh, hello, Ruff, Tuff," she said, trying to mask her disappointment. "What can I do for you?"

"Can we come inside, Mrs. H?" Ruffnut asked. "There's something we need to tell you."

Somehow she knew it had something to do with her missing daughter. She invited them in, and they all sat around the fire pit.

"We got a message from Astrid last night," Ruff began, and got no further before Mrs. Hofferson grabbed both her hands tightly.

"Where is she? Is she all right? Is she hurt? Where has she been? Where is she now?"

"She gave us a message," Ruff said again, trying to fight back tears. "She said to tell you she's okay, and… and…" She broke down, unable to continue.

"She says she ran away and she isn't coming back," Tuff finished. He was embarrassed by his sister's emotional display, and couldn't wait for this uncomfortable meeting to end.

Mrs. Hofferson sat stone-still, unable to process what she'd just heard.

"Why?" she finally managed to whisper.

"That was the whole message," Ruff choked out.

"But why would she run away? She was so happy! She didn't have a problem in the world, except she was mad about Hiccup beating her in… did this have something to do with Hiccup?"

Tuff started to answer, but Ruff cut him off. "That was the whole message."

"You're keeping something from me," Mrs. Hofferson said suspiciously. "I know my daughter. She would have said a lot more than that! Tell me! I don't care how hard it is for me to accept – I have to know! _Tell me!_"

This time, it was Tuffnut who cut his sister off. He suspected she was about to reveal the truth, and somehow he knew that wasn't a good idea. "Mrs. H, we're both really shook up by this. She just appeared, gave us the message, and vanished in the night. She and my sister were friends; Ruff is really taking this hard. I think I need to take her home."

_You think she's taking this hard?_ Edda thought. Wordlessly, she rose and opened the door for them. She _knew_ they were holding out on her. She would learn their secret if it took her a year. Gods willing, Astrid would be back long before then.

How was she going to break this to her husband when he came home?

The twins waited until they were far from the house before they dared to speak to each other. "You almost spilled the beans, didn't you?" Tuff demanded.

"I owe you one," she nodded.

"Do you _really_ think that dragon was Astrid?" he demanded.

"Yes," she said. "It doesn't make any sense, but I just _know_ it's her." She wiped her nose on her sleeve. "I hope she's going to be all right."

Stoick was pacing the floor when he heard the knock on the door. He opened it hesitantly… and found a very nervous Fishlegs Ingerman on his doorstep, with Gobber right behind him.

"This young man has somethin' he's wantin' to tell ye," the smith said by way of introduction.

"All right," the chief rumbled. "Well?" Fishlegs was close to panic.

"I'm thinkin' ye might want to invite us in for a few minutes," Gobber suggested.

"Oh! Oh, yes, of course," Stoick replied, and let them into the house. The two guests sat in the closest chairs they could find. Stoick had no idea where this was going.

"What's on your mind, young man?"

"Well, sir, uhh... we teens were camping out last night, and, uhh... something happened."

"What happened?"

"Uhh... we got a message. From Hiccup."

"From _Hiccup?_" The chief was on his feet. "Where is he? Is he all right? Is he hurt? Where has he been? Where is he now?"

"Sir... I'm sorry..." Legs was trying not to cry, and failing. "He said to tell you he's okay, and... he ran away... and he isn't coming back." Gobber rested a huge hand on Fishlegs' shoulder.

Stoick sat down again, stunned. "Did... did he say why?"

"No, sir."

"What about the Hofferson girl who disappeared? Did you see her?"

"I think they're together, sir."

Stoick's face clouded over. "Why would he...? If he wanted to marry her, I would have arranged it for him! Why didn't he come to me?" He suddenly turned on Gobber. "Did I push him away somehow? Tell me the truth!"

"I don't know, Stoick. I wasn't there. I'm just here to support the boy. He was afraid o' facin' you by 'imself."

"Have you told the Hoffersons about this?"

Fishlegs nodded. "Ruffnut and Tuffnut are telling them right now."

The chief turned away from them. "Thank you. Please... please go now." As they left, they heard him almost sobbing, "My son, my son! What have I done? How can I get you back?"

"Thank you for coming with me," Fishlegs told Gobber earnestly as they walked away. "Did I do the right thing by telling him that?"

"I've heard that, for a parent whose young 'un has disappeared, the worst news is no news at all," the smith said thoughtfully. "Now 'e knows his son is alive and well. That will be some small comfort to 'im."

_I hope,_ he added mentally.


	30. Deleted Scene 3

**Lightning and Death Itself** Deleted Scene 03

A/N _I've gotten multiple requests to write sequels, epilogs, etc., for this story. At this time, I don't have any ideas to add; the book is pretty well closed. But in the interest of keeping my readers happy, I can offer you something a little different: deleted scenes._

_Like the deleted scenes from a movie or TV show, these are chunks of dialog and action that I considered writing, but ultimately left out or glossed over because I thought they distracted from the flow of the story. But they have merit, and since you want to read more from this story, I'll write them out and let you enjoy them. They will appear in no particular order._

_This scene takes place near the end of Ending 1-b._

**o**

COULD WE SPEAK WITH YOU?

Guana was not expecting this. For one thing, no one ever paid any attention to the burn-scarred shepherd girl, and most people talked to her as little as they could without being rude. For another thing, the dragons who were writing in the dirt in front of her were the town's Night Furies, their most revered and prestigious dragon citizens. Who was she, that they would even notice her?

"Yes, certainly! I haven't been overfeeding your little ones, have I?"

They laughed. It was an inhuman sound, and yet a familiar one.

NO, THIS IS ABOUT YOU

"Oh. I'm sure I haven't done anything bad to a dragon. I love dragons!"

WE KNOW  
>THAT'S WHY WE WANT TO TALK TO YOU<br>WILL YOU JOIN US IN OUR HOME?

She looked at the Nest. "Climbing stairs is very hard for me. I'll try."

ASTRID CAN FLY YOU UP THERE

"Thank you! But... climbing onto dragons is also very hard for me. I think. I've never tried it before."

I'LL HELP

The Hiccup-dragon used his broad snout to lift her up until she could scramble onto the Astrid-dragon's back. Astrid sprang into the air and, rather than land on the second floor of the Nest, she kept going up. Guana had a moment of panic when she realized there wasn't much for her to hold onto. But Astrid stayed level, and she noticed that Hiccup was flying just underneath them, probably so he could catch her if she fell.

When Astrid leveled off, she stretched out her wings and glided. Guana made herself look down... and gasped. "What a view!" she exclaimed. "I can see my pastures, and all the houses, and everything! This is just... just wonderful."

Hiccup flew up next to her and gave her a quizzical look, accompanied by a rising croon. She took her best guess what he meant.

"I almost said this is just like I dreamed it would be, but that would have sounded stupid."

She flew in wide-eyed silence for several minutes. At last, Astrid put a wing over and spiraled down to the Nest, landing lightly on the edge. Hiccup joined her a moment later; his landings were never as smooth as hers, and even less so now that he had only three legs to land on. He helped Guana slide off the other dragon's back, and the three of them walked over to their sand table.

It was filled with columns of numbers and scrawled notes; the Night Furies had been negotiating with the humans of Berk to get more high-quality fish for their dragonets. Hiccup wiped the sand smooth with a sweep of his tail, and Astrid wrote the first message.

WHAT DID YOU MEAN,  
>JUST LIKE YOU DREAMED IT WOULD BE?<p>

"Oh... it's silly," Guana stammered.

PLEASE

"Well... when I was little, I used to dream that I could become a dragon, and I'd fly over Berk and see everything from above. I could just spread my wings, and fly away, and... and my arms and my legs wouldn't hurt anymore." She sighed. "It was a stupid dream. I've learned to stick to reality."

REALLY?  
>YOU REMEMBER THAT DREAM WELL.<br>WHAT IF IT CAME TRUE?

"That's even more silly," she snapped. "I don't mean to be disrespectful, but you're kind of wasting my time with idle daydreams."

DON'T YOU RECALL HOW WE  
>USED TO BE HUMANS?<p>

"Oh. I'm sorry, I forgot about –" She was suddenly staring at them intently. "Are... are you suggesting that I could...be a...?

YOU'RE BRAVE  
>YOU'RE SMART<br>YOU LIKE DRAGONS  
>WE THINK YOU MIGHT BE WILLING<p>

"Yes!" she exclaimed. "If you're offering me the chance to be a dragon like you, then the answer is 'yes.' I don't know how you'd do it, but... yes!"

IT CAN BE A VERY HARD TRANSITION TO MAKE

"Yes! I'll adjust; I'll find a way."

IT IS IRREVOCABLE

"I said yes! If I could be a perfect dragon, instead of a crippled human... yes!"

WE JUST HAVE TO –

Guana reached out and grabbed Astrid's paw, stopping her from writing any more. "If you make a dragon out of me, will I still be burned?"

YOU'LL BE AS PERFECT  
>AS WE CAN IMAGINE<p>

"Then either do it, or stop tormenting me with the thought of it! Please!"

FOR A LITTLE SHEPHERD GIRL,  
>YOU'RE KIND OF FEISTY<p>

"I'm sorry, but... I feel like you're offering me all my dreams on a platter, and then you keep edging the platter away. I never had anything to hope for, so I'm not very good at handling hope now."

WE HAVE TO BE SURE.  
>WE DON'T WANT TO FORCE<br>YOU OR TRICK YOU

"How many different ways can I say 'I want this with all my heart' before you believe me?!" she exclaimed.

She stepped awkwardly in front of Astrid and laid both hands on the dragon's muzzle. "Look at me! Look at what I am! I'm never going to get better. I have nothing to hope for, nothing to look forward to. You're offering me a new life! A chance to be just like you!" She looked upward. "A chance to fly..." After a long pause, she looked back at Astrid. "Just do one thing for me. Take me to Pusboiler's house so I can tell him he's going to need another shepherd girl. After that... I've limped long enough. Please let me fly!"

WHAT ABOUT YOUR PARENTS?

"They both died years ago. I'm leaving no one behind."

Astrid carried her to the house of the town's biggest sheep-owner. He was surprised at the news that his shepherd was quitting her job. "What else do you think you can do to earn a living?" he demanded.

"I'm pretty sure I'll come up with something," she said demurely.

"Once I replace you, you can't get your old job back," he threatened.

"I'll chance it," she answered. She and Astrid returned to the Nest. She found that Hiccup had a message waiting for her.

THERE'S ONE MORE THING.  
>THIS MIGHT BE AWKWARD.<br>BECAUSE NIGHT FURIES ARE SO RARE,  
>YOU'LL BE EXPECTED TO TAKE A MATE<p>

She stared at that for a few seconds. "As I am now, that isn't even an option. I'd never even thought about it. Would I wait until your son is full-grown?"

YOU COULD, BUT YOU DON'T HAVE TO.  
>OUR FRIEND TOOTHLESS IS SINGLE.<br>HE'S BEEN A BACHELOR FOR A LONG TIME,  
>BUT HE'S A GOOD DRAGON<p>

"I... I guess I'll have to meet him," she stammered.

YOU'LL MEET HIM.  
>HE'LL GIVE YOU YOUR FLYING LESSONS.<br>HE'S VERY PATIENT WITH BEGINNERS

" 'Patient' is good," she nodded. "But I confess, my own patience is running low. Can we do this thing?"

ASTRID WILL CREATE A  
>COLORED DISC IN THE AIR.<br>WHEN SHE NODS, STEP INTO IT.  
>YOU'LL BE KNOCKED SILLY FOR<br>A FEW SECONDS.  
>THERE'S NO TURNING BACK.<p>

"I'll be just like you?" she asked hopefully.

YOU WILL BE A PERFECT NIGHT FURY

"Then do it! Please! Save me out of this body, and make all my dreams come true! I couldn't be more sure about this, no matter how many times you ask me. Please, do it!"

Hiccup stepped out of the way. He'd coached Astrid in how this was done; she knew her part. She breathed out a small fireball that stopped in mid-air and stretched into a disc about seven feet across. Rainbows of color swirled across it. Guana stepped up to it and felt her hair standing on end. She looked back at Astrid, who was concentrating hard. The light and colors drew the attention of several dragons who were resting nearby. They knew what was about to happen.

Astrid nodded. Guana stepped forward. The disc vanished with a clap of thunder, and the girl blacked out. Literally. She was unconscious for the few seconds it took for her body to stretch, deform, and reform itself into a jet-black dragon.

She shook off the side effects of the transformation slowly. The first thing she saw was her own left hand, now a black, clawed paw. She flexed the claws curiously, then looked at her right paw.

"Am I really –" She stopped in surprise. New-night-fury remembered what a shock it was when he heard himself speaking like a dragon for the first time.

He nodded. "The transformation worked perfectly. Welcome to the Nest, Newest-night-fury!"

"Yes, welcome!" chorused the dragons who were watching. She stared at them.

"I can understand you! You're talking to me!" she exclaimed.

"We've all been talking to you for a long time," came a voice that was somehow familiar. It was Small-boy-night-fury, who had been resting on the roof with his sister, but who glided down when he heard the thunderclap. "Now you can understand us and talk back to us."

"Oh, my..." She was speechless. They weren't exaggerating when they said it could be a hard transition to make! She rose –

...and stopped, and lay down again, and rose again. Her eyes filled with tears.

"It doesn't hurt anymore," she sobbed.

"Do you know what this _means_ to me? It doesn't hurt anymore! My knees, my elbows, my feet... _it doesn't hurt anymore!_" She slumped to the ground and cried for joy. Night-fury-mother-of-twins lay down next to her, New-night-fury covered her with a wing, and the two little Night Furies lay right in front of her, ready to rub noses with her if she needed it.

"Even if I never learn to fly," she sniffled, "even if I never breathe fire or do anything else that dragons do, just being free of pain will be worth it all. I've _never_ been without pain. I couldn't imagine what it would be like to take a step, or brush my hair, or do anything without making it hurt worse. Now I'm feeling _nothing,_ and it's the most wonderful feeling in the world!"

"We can't imagine," New-night-fury answered. "But just wait until you _do_ fly. _That_ is the most incredible feeling in the world!"

She stretched out her wings and looked at them. She swished her tail and fanned her tail fins and looked at them. She ran her tongue across her pointy teeth and tried to retract them. Everything about herself was new, and she wanted to learn it all at once. Even walking was new to her, and it took a bit of practice to amble around the floor of the Nest without stumbling. Some of the dragons who were watching ran to tell all the others that a new Night Fury had just joined them, and she was soon inundated with new friends without having to go anywhere.

All the draconic commotion aroused some curiosity among the humans as well, and many of them came out to see what was going on. Hiccup had to fly down and write in the dirt so they could understand. The idea that poor little Guana had suddenly ceased to exist, and another sleek black dragon had taken her place, was hard for some to accept. But they all knew about Hiccup and Astrid. The town would adjust.

Guana had only one question. "When can I fly?"

"Flying takes practice, just like learning to walk," Night-fury-mother-of-twins told her. "The best advice I can give is the advice I had the hardest time following – just let your reflexes do all the work. Night-fury is a great flight instructor. He'll have you up in the air in two or three days if you listen to him."

"Then what?" she wondered.

"Once you're a strong flier, you can fly out to the nest where Night-fury lives, and meet all the other dragons," New-night-fury said. "If you decide you like Night-fury, which we hope you will, then you'll live there with him. Otherwise, you're welcome to stay here. Either way, we'll help you adjust to your new form and learn how to live as a Night Fury."

"I'm almost shaking with excitement," she replied. "Everything is going to be new!"

"Almost everything," Night-fury-mother-of-twins replied with a grin. "Night Furies lead the nest, look after the other dragons, and settle any problems that arise. You're still going to be a shepherd. Only now, your 'sheep' will be big and scaly and will breathe fire!"

Their children laughed at that mental image. She chuckled quietly. "Maybe I should go and tell Pusboiler I've found a new job already?"

"All things in time," New-night-fury said. "It's already well after midnight. In the morning, we'll help you get adjusted to eating like a dragon and walking on all fours, and you'll meet the dragons who live in Berk. Tomorrow, we'll walk down to our cove with you, and you'll meet Toothless and take your first flying lessons. For tonight, you should probably stay right here. You're adjusting well to the transformation, but your mind and body have just been through a huge change, and none of us knows how you'll respond to that."

"I just want to fly," she sighed.

"Dad says you have to walk before you can fly," Young-girl-night-fury said.

"And you have to sleep before you can walk," New-night-fury added. "We've had a busy night. Let's get some sleep, all of us." They lay down together, with Guana in the middle and the two adult Night Furies on either side of her.

Guana didn't think she'd be able to sleep at all, she was so excited. But her body had been through an extraordinary change indeed, and it took a lot out of her. She fell asleep quickly. That night, she dreamed the most wonderful dreams.

The very next day, those dreams began coming true.
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"You're the chief! You can do something about it! You _have_ to do something!"

Stoick threw up his hands. "What do you want me to do, Edda? Banish them? Shame them in front of the whole village? I don't have that authority over them. I don't have _any_ authority over them – they aren't even Vikings!"

"They live in your town," Edda Hofferson persisted. "They have to abide by your rules, even though they aren't human any more. One of those rules is that a boy and a girl can't live together unless they're married, right?"

"Edda, I don't want to rub salt in the wound, but... he isn't a boy any more, and she isn't a girl any more. They're dragons, both of them. They live by dragon rules now. As long as they don't bring any harm to Berk, I can't force them to live like people when they aren't people."

"But it's _wrong!_" she sputtered. "What if all the other young people in town start thinking, 'It's okay for them, so it must be okay for me, too'?"

"If they all get turned into Night Furies first, I'll have to give them my blessing," Stoick replied. Gunnarr tried to stifle a snort.

"This isn't a joke, Stoick! How can you let your only son break every rule you've ever taught him?"

"For one thing, he was breaking all the rules _long_ before he turned into a dragon," the chief sighed. "For another thing, he can't do any of the things a Viking is supposed to do when he gets married. For a third thing, I had a talk with him about this a few days ago, and he tells me that dragons don't marry."

"Maybe that's good enough for you and your son, but it's not good enough for _our_ family," she snapped. "We believe in tradition, and in doing things right! Those two are _not_ doing things right; they're making a mockery of everything we hold sacred! One of your jobs as the chief is to uphold our Viking traditions, isn't it?"

Stoick glanced at her husband. "You haven't said much, Gunnarr."

Mr. Hofferson started to open his mouth, but his wife cut him off. "Never mind that. I'm not the only one in my family who's outraged at this... this shameless behavior! Some of my brothers and cousins are so angry, they're talking about challenging your son to a _hólmgang_ to restore our family honor."

Stoick actually began to laugh. "Challenge a _Night Fury_ to a _duel?_ You're joking, right?" She glared at him. His laughter stopped. "You're not joking. All right, tell me this: how does Astrid feel about all this?"

"She's on the same side as her shameless dragon lover! It's like we taught her nothing!"

"Her 'shameless dragon lover' is my _son,_ Mrs. Hofferson," he growled. "Please keep that in mind. You aren't the only one who's had a hard time with the changes those two have been through."

"No, but it looks like I'm the only one who still cares about right and wrong," she persisted.

Stoick knew that he was right (and so were Hiccup and Astrid), but he could also see that he wasn't going to win this debate with logic. Maybe if he did something chief-like, it would buy him some time to think of a solution.

"I suggest that we hold a two-family meeting to discuss this. Both of you, me, and the two young... I mean the two dragons in question will meet in the Mead Hall tomorrow, an hour after lunch ends. Is that acceptable?"

"I don't know what there is to discuss," she replied heatedly. "Right is right, and wrong is wrong, and talking about it won't change a thing."

"We'll be there," Gunnarr said, "and we'll pass the word to our daughter." He put both hands on his wife's shoulders and guided her away before she could say any more.

"You were no help at all!" she snapped at him.

"You knew I disagreed with you before you started this confrontation," he replied calmly. "You still haven't explained how they're supposed to get married in the first place. I believe in traditions, too, but for those two to go through a wedding, they'd have to ignore every tradition in the whole ceremony."

"There _has_ to be a way!" she said firmly.

"When you think of a way, please let me know," he answered. "Hopefully, you'll think of it before tomorrow's meeting. I'll go let our daughter know about it."

"I'll go with you," she said firmly. He shrugged, and they both made their way toward the other side of town.

Astrid saw them coming up the road, and glided down from the Nest to meet them. Her scratching of runes in the dirt was getting slightly faster with practice, but it was still slow and laborious.

MAMA, DAD  
>IT'S GOOD TO SEE YOU<p>

"It's good to see you too, honey," her father said affectionately, resting a hand on top of her head. "Where's Hiccup?"

HE'S FLYING WITH TOOTHLESS

"Astrid, there's something on our minds," Edda cut in. "We... how should I say this? We don't approve of the way you and Hiccup are living."

I DON'T UNDERSTAND.  
>DO YOU WANT US TO WEAR CLOTHES?<p>

Gunnarr snorted again; Edda elbowed him. "We think you two should get married."

MAMA, DRAGONS DON'T MARRY

"Maybe they don't," she answered firmly, "but you're still our daughter and you ought to respect your parents' wishes. Especially when it's about something as basic and necessary as marriage."

DIDN'T WE HAVE THIS  
>DISCUSSION A WEEK AGO?<p>

"Yes, and my view hasn't changed," her mother shot back. "You're a respectable girl, and he's the son of our chief. You need to do the right thing, for a lot of reasons."

WE CAN'T, FOR A LOT OF REASONS

Gunnarr cut in, "Would it be so hard to just go through the ceremony, to make your mother happy? You know about her and doing things the traditional way."

WE'D HAVE TO BREAK EVERY  
>TRADITION IN THE CEREMONY.<br>HOW WOULD THAT HELP?

"I can't believe it's that bad," Edda replied. "Gunnarr, go through the wedding ceremony, and we'll see who's exaggerating."

"Okay," he said, and took a deep breath. "First, there's the ceremonial washing..."

WE CAN'T FIT INTO THE BATH HOUSE

"... where your married relatives tell you what you need to know, in order to keep your husband happy."

HOW MUCH OF THAT ADVICE WOULD  
>MEAN ANYTHING TO A NIGHT FURY?<p>

"Then there's the sacrifice to the gods, to ask their blessing on your union."

NORSE GODS HAVE NO  
>REGARD FOR DRAGONS<p>

"Then you wear your nice clothes... never mind on that one... and you'd wear the bridal crown that used to be your mother's."

I DON'T THINK OUR HEADS  
>ARE THE SAME SIZE<p>

"Then you exchange swords..."

OUR CLAWS CAN'T GRIP A SWORD

"...and exchange rings..."

NO FINGERS

"...and exchange your vows to each other."

YOU CAN'T UNDERSTAND US

"Then you both go to the reception in the Mead Hall. You have to be sure you don't trip over the threshold, or it's a bad omen."

WITH FOUR LEGS, IT'S HARD TO TRIP

"Then Hiccup has to throw his sword into the central pillar and hope it doesn't fall out."

HE STILL CAN'T GRIP A SWORD

"Could he throw it with his teeth?" Edda wondered. "He seems very clever."

WOULD YOU LIKE TO HOLD A  
>SWORD IN YOUR TEETH?<p>

"Maybe not," Gunnarr nodded. "Then you have to serve him mead in a special goblet while reciting a special verse, and you have to drink it together."

I CAN'T HOLD A GOBLET,  
>WE CAN'T DRINK OUT OF ONE,<br>AND I CAN'T RECITE.

"Then we lay a hammer in your lap and recite a verse to ask Thor to bless your babies."

I'M GOING TO LAY EGGS,  
>NOT HAVE BABIES, AND<br>I DON'T EVEN HAVE A LAP!  
>CAN WE STOP THIS SILLINESS?<p>

"Astrid! Show respect!" Edda snapped.

MAMA, I RESPECT YOU, BUT  
>THIS IDEA IS UNREALISTIC.<br>I KNOW YOU HATE TO HEAR THIS,  
>BUT I... AM... A... <span>DRAGON<span>

"You make it sound like that changes everything," she pouted.

Astrid snorted. Before she could write anything else, Gunnarr cut in, "Edda, it _does_ change everything! She said it herself – the only thing that hasn't changed is that she loves us."

"Gunnarr, whose side are you on?" Edda demanded.

"I'd like to make everybody happy, but you aren't willing to bend and face reality at all. We can't just –" His wife turned and stormed off before he could finish.

DAD, I'M SORRY.  
>I DON'T WANT TO CAUSE<br>PROBLEMS FOR YOU AND MAMA

"You aren't the cause of the problem, Astrid. Don't feel bad. We'll work this out somehow. That reminds me – you and Hiccup are expected to join us and his father in the Mead Hall after lunch tomorrow. We're supposed to discuss this."

WITH NO DIRT TO WRITE IN,  
>HOW MUCH CAN WE DISCUSS?<p>

"Oh. I hadn't thought of that," her father said absently. "Hmmm."

He suddenly felt a downdraft. He looked up; Hiccup was hovering overhead, reading the many rows of runes that Astrid had scratched in the dirt. Toothless was flying figure-eights above him, marking time until his friend was done reading. They landed together, one on each side of Astrid.

"Hello, Hiccup. Good morning, Toothless," Gunnarr greeted them casually. Sometimes he mentally took a step back and was astonished that he was now on a first-name basis with dragons, and could tell them apart on sight. He had to remind himself that, compared to the changes his daughter had been through, his own changes were in the same league as changing his socks.

GOOD AFTERNOON, MR. H  
>YOUR WIFE IS TALKING<br>MARRIAGE AGAIN?

"I'm afraid so, Hiccup. We're going to have to settle this issue one of these days."

New-night-fury turned to Night-fury. "There's never been a case where dragons committed themselves to each other for life?"

"Not that I've ever heard of," Night-fury replied. "Dragons bond together during the mating flight, then they stay together to care for their young, which takes about a year until they're big enough to be self-sufficient. Some dragons change partners every year, some stay with the same mate for decades, but there's no mechanism for a life-long commitment. We stay together by choice, not by promises."

"Do dragons ever pair off without mating?" Small-night-fury wondered.

"Yes, it's fairly common for a male and female to keep each other company because they like each other," Night-fury nodded. "But that's _always_ a prelude to a mating flight together; it's like they're making reservations early. We have feelings like friendship and gratitude, but romantic love, the way humans feel it... we don't have that. You two are quite unique in that way."

Gunnarr could understand none of this, of course. Hiccup summarized their discussion with written runes for his benefit.

"Thank you for summing that up," he nodded. Astrid and Toothless glanced at Hiccup and laughed. Gunnarr continued, "So what we've got is two incompatible cultures, meeting head-on. Most head-on collisions don't end well for anyone."

INSTEAD OF COLLIDING,  
>COULD OUR CULTURES<br>GO SIDE-BY-SIDE?

"What do you mean, Hiccup?"

CAN WE SPLIT THE DIFFERENCE  
>BETWEEN HUMAN CULTURE<br>AND DRAGON CULTURE,  
>AND DO SOMETHING NEW?<p>

Gunnarr rubbed his beard. "Tell me more about what you're thinking..."
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The next day, Stoick was the first to arrive at the Mead Hall. He was secretly dreading this meeting; he didn't expect anything good to come of it. The Hoffersons got there next, with Edda looking determined and Gunnarr oddly relaxed. They closed the doors out of habit. Stoick had to remind them that dragons have difficulty with door handles, and they needed to leave the door open so their children could join them.

The two Night Furies arrived together; Hiccup let Astrid enter first. "Does anyone have anything to say before we get started?" the chief asked.

"Yes," nodded Mr. Hofferson. "I'd like to ask if we could move this meeting outside."

"Meetings always happen in the Mead Hall," his wife shot back. "It's tradition."

"Our children can't talk unless they can write," Gunnarr replied. "Either we move outside so they can write in the dirt, or we let them carve up the wooden floor with their claws, or we condemn them to silence in this meeting."

"There's nothing they could say that will change my mind on _anything_." His wife folded her arms and glared at him.

"Mrs. Hofferson, my son is involved in this, too," Stoick said, as gently as he could. "It's against Viking law to have a meeting about someone, and not let them take part. We'll move outside." They filed back out the doors, Edda coming out last.

THANK YOU

"You're welcome, Astrid," Stoick answered. "Uhhh... who would like to start?"

Edda began to speak, but Gunnarr cut her off. "I'd like to say something important, if I could.

"When I was talking to our dragons yesterday afternoon –"

"You mean, our _children,_" Edda corrected him sharply.

"...I realized that we're seeing the head-on collision of two different cultures. Humans are supposed to pair off for life, with a ceremony that shows the entire community that they've committed to each other. Dragons pair off for as long as they want to stay that way, and as long as their young are cared for, with no official signs at all. We've been approaching this conflict like typical Vikings, where one side wins it all and the other side loses everything.

"What if we tried something different, something that would make everybody happy?"

"If it doesn't involve a legal marriage, I'm against it," his wife snapped.

"Edda, tell me this," he said as he turned to face her. "What bothers you the most – the fact that they aren't legally committed for life, or the fact that they haven't been through a ceremony?"

"Both, I guess," she said hesitantly. "If I had to choose one or the other, I guess it's the lack of legal commitment."

"So if they made a legal commitment to each other, in a dragony way instead of with a human ceremony, you'd be okay with that?"

"You can't just dispense with the ceremony, just like that!" she exclaimed. "It's the ceremony that makes the marriage!"

"Edda, do you remember what happened in that house over there, about two weeks ago?" the chief asked.

"How could I forget?" she said. "It was that awful divorce between the sailor and the seamstress! I couldn't believe it – they'd barely been married a year! But if he was beating her like she said he was, then I couldn't blame her. I still feel bad for her."

"They had a nice wedding ceremony, didn't they?" Stoick went on.

"It was beautiful," Edda agreed. "It was every little girl's dream. But that brute didn't keep the vows he made!"

"So you agree, it's not the ceremony that makes the marriage, right? Otherwise, those two would still be together. It's the commitment that makes the marriage. True?"

Edda nodded reluctantly. "I guess, when you put it that way, yes. But we're Vikings! We need some kind of ceremony, don't we?"

"Sure," her husband said. "But not a human ceremony. We need a ceremony that makes sense for dragons."

Edda turned to her daughter. "You've kept telling me dragons don't have ceremonies like that."

WE MADE ONE UP YESTERDAY

Edda stared at Hiccup's scratched runes, then turned on her husband. "Were _you_ behind this?"

"No, dear, it was their idea," he replied with a smile. "All I did was write it down." He pulled a folded sheet of parchment out of a pocket and passed it to Stoick. "Every tradition has to have a starting point. Today, we'll start a new tradition."

"Today?" Edda gasped. "You mean, right here? Right now? But I'm not dressed for a wedding!"

Hiccup let out a dragony snort.

AFTER ALL THE PRESSURE YOU'VE  
>PUT ON <span>US<span> TO GET MARRIED,  
><span>YOU'RE<span> NOT READY?

Astrid wrote just underneath –

OKAY, WE'LL WAIT

The dragons waited until the Hoffersons were out of sight before they unleashed a round of Night Fury laughter. Stoick was reading the paper Gunnarr had given him. He nodded and folded it again.

"Interesting work, Hiccup, Astrid. I hope everyone finds this good enough." They bobbed their great heads up and down in agreement.

About half an hour later, Gunnarr and Edda returned to the Mead Hall. They were wearing their best clothes, and they'd brought their neighbors along. "A wedding needs witnesses," Edda explained. The neighbors kept their distance as best they could; they were not dragon friends.

"All right, let's begin," the chief said, in his best businesslike tone. The dragons turned to face one another solemnly. Stoick glanced at the creature his son had become, but Hiccup had eyes only for Astrid.

"Today, we meet to witness the union of Astrid daughter of Gunnarr and Hiccup son of Stoick, according to the standards of dragons and the traditions of men. We choose to set aside most of the elements of a human wedding, seeing how they are either irrelevant or impossible for dragons, but there is one part of that wedding that we cannot ignore. That is the vows that you must make to one another. Due to the language differences between us, I ask that you write them, so all the witnesses can understand the commitment you're making to each other. We understand that they'll have to be short.

"Hiccup, please make your vows to Astrid."

New-night-fury scratched a double row of runes in the dirt, as neatly as he could.

I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU

AND NEVER LEAVE YOU

He left a large space between the two rows. The witnesses walked behind him so they could read the runes right-side-up, and nodded.

"Astrid, please make your vows to Hiccup."

Small-night-fury was facing her husband-to-be, so she wrote her runes upside-down compared to his, with the first line in between New-night-fury's two lines.

ȠOʎ ƎΛVƎΊ ᴚƎΛƎN ⱭNV  
>I WILL NEVER LEAVE YOU<br>ȠOʎ ƎΛOΊ SʎVMΊV ΊΊIM I  
>AND ALWAYS LOVE YOU<p>

Edda suddenly dabbed at her eyes. "Their vows are intertwined, just like their lives!"

Gunnarr also felt the need to wipe something out of his eye. "They didn't tell me about that part."

Stoick took a deep breath. "Because you've committed to each other with forever-words, your vows are just as binding as any human wedding vow. Gunnarr?" The father of the bride rested his left hand on his daughter's head and stuck out his right hand. The father of the groom stood across from him with his left hand on Hiccup's head, and they clasped hands between the two dragons.

"It's done!" Stoick exclaimed. "You are now bonded together for life. Hiccup, you may kiss your wife." The dragons looked at him, puzzled. "I know you can't really kiss anymore," he shrugged, "but you need to do _something_ to show your commitment."

The dragons made some croons and grunts at one another, then leaned forward and rubbed noses.

Edda wiped away a tear. "You two are amazing! Congratulations! And thank you, all of you. I feel much better now."

"I'm glad," her husband nodded.

"When is the reception?" she asked.

"Edda... don't push it," Stoick rumbled.

"We'll have a little celebration at our house tonight for both families," Gunnarr decided. "Hiccup, Astrid, we'll provide some fresh fish, in addition to people food. The good stuff, not the second-rate fish that the dragons usually get. Toothless is invited, of course." The Night Furies nodded "yes" enthusiastically.

The Hoffersons walked slowly back to their home. "I know that wasn't the wedding we always dreamed of for our daughter," he said thoughtfully, "but it was a nice little ceremony anyway."

She nodded. "I guess the next question is, what about grandchildren?"

Gunnarr stared at her. "You're still adjusting to Astrid becoming a dragon. Are you _sure_ you're ready for grand-dragons?"

Back by the Mead Hall, New-night-fury gave Small-night-fury another nose rub. "I guess it's nice to make it official, even though it doesn't change anything."

Small-night-fury nodded. "I'm just glad my mother is off the warpath. I guess she'll be begging me for grandchildren next."

"Do you think she realizes they'll be grand-dragons?" he wondered.

"Hey – _there's_ an advantage to being a dragon that Toothless never mentioned!" she exclaimed happily. "We can have all the little ones we want, and we'll _never_ have to change any diapers!"


	33. Deleted Scene 5

**Lightning and Death Itself** Deleted Scene 05

A/N _I've gotten multiple requests to write sequels, epilogs, etc., for this story. At this time, I don't have any ideas to add; the book is pretty well closed. But in the interest of keeping my readers happy, I can offer you something a little different: deleted scenes._

_Like the deleted scenes from a movie or TV show, these are chunks of dialog and action that I considered writing, but ultimately left out or glossed over because I thought they distracted from the flow of the story. But they have merit, and since you want to read more from this story, I'll write them out and let you enjoy them. They will appear in no particular order._

_This scene takes place sometime between Chapters 12 and 13. Several readers have requested a scene like this, so I felt obligated to write it once I began fleshing out the deleted scenes._

**o**

"Now that you've been here for a few days," Night-fury asked them, "what do you think of living in the nest?"

"Hmmm." New-night-fury wasn't sure how to answer that. "How would you sum it up, Small-night-fury?"

"Why are you asking me? _You're_ the one who's always saying, 'Thank you for summing that up.' _You_ sum it up!"

"Okay," he nodded slowly. "Well-l-l..." He thought back to some of the things that had happened to the two of them recently.

**o**

Gronckle-dark-beige-breaks-her-teeth-a-lot was nervous. This was the first time she'd tried to take her entire brood of young ones on a flight around the nest together. That might not sound like a problem, if you didn't know that she'd clutched fifteen eggs this year. It was nearly impossible to keep them all together when they were tiny, and now that they were a few months old and thinking for themselves, corralling this crowd was nearly a full-time job. It didn't help that her mate had been killed by the Vikings in the place by the lake, two raids ago.

But she had to get them familiar with the nest; they had to start preparing to leave the ledge that had been their home ever since they came back from the island where eggs are laid. She'd taken each of them out alone and showed them what they needed to know – the other ledges and caves, the openings to the outside world, and the mist that hid the Mother from view. Now it was time to take her family for a flight together. Somehow she just _knew_ somebody was going to wander off and get lost. It would probably be Gronckle-goes-bump-in-the-night. That dragon could find trouble faster than a Nadder could find a source of its own reflection!

It started well enough. They formed a double line behind her, tiny wings buzzing, and followed her into the open air in the middle of the nest. They made quite a parade, her offspring and her; other dragons were watching them. She smiled with pride.

Then two of the little ones collided, the two neat rows congealed into a tangled mess of little Gronckles, and while she was in the middle of scolding Gronckle-goes-bump-in-the-night for bumping his sister on purpose... Gronckle-reddish-brown-smallest-of-all fell asleep in mid-air.

She screamed helplessly as he spiraled downward, his wings still beating but slowing down. If she left her other young, they'd scatter and she could lose them all. Some might fly up the cone and get lost outside, some might antagonize a much bigger dragon, and some would find trouble she couldn't even imagine.

She just looked on in horror as her littlest child plunged down toward the misty bottom of the nest... and the ever-hungry Mother...

A blur of motion caught her eye – something else was plunging downward! As she watched in amazement, a long black shape streaked toward her sinking child, wings furled. For a moment, they both disappeared into the mist...

...and then they both burst back into view, her child balanced on the Night Fury's nose. Several dragons roared their approval; she hadn't been the only one watching. The black guardian laboriously flapped up to her level and deposited her son, who was still sound asleep, on her back.

"New-night-fury! You saved him!" she sobbed. "You saved him!"

The black dragon shook his head vigorously. "What are you _feeding_ that kid? He weighs a ton!"

"Thank you," she smiled, flattered. "Somehow I knew it was a good day when you joined our nest. Now I know why."

"You're welcome," he replied. "That's quite a tribe you've got there. Until they get the whole 'flying' thing down pat, they might be safer out over the beach."

"That might not be a bad idea," she nodded as he flapped away.

Nearby, a small green Nadder watched the whole thing. "What an amazing rescue," she said to no one in particular.

**o**

Hiccup was resting after another raid when he heard two loud, angry roars in quick succession. He looked around until he found the source of the commotion: two full-grown Monstrous Nightmares squaring off for a fight in mid-air. This was no game. Circling and snarling, they were looking for a chance to do each other some serious harm.

One of the hardest tricks Toothless had ever taught him was the art of firing a plasma blast so it would burst at a desired distance, instead of on impact. As he sprang into the air, he took careful aim. This was one shot he really didn't want to miss.

He slightly overshot; his firebolt burst a few feet beyond the two dragons, instead of right between them. But it had the desired effect of stopping them in mid-air. He flew between them and hovered for a moment. "Both of you! Land on that ledge, and we'll settle this like _civilized_ dragons!"

The brown one glared at him with undisguised fury. He worried that he might have picked a fight he couldn't win. But the Nightmare backed down and joined the red one on the ledge, as far away from each other as they could get without falling off. New-night-fury landed in the middle.

"All right, now what's it about?" he demanded.

"He's moving in on my female!" the brown one snarled.

"She's not yours!" the other retorted. "She hasn't chosen anyone this year!"

"She chose me last year, and she said she'd be back for more! That means me, not you!" the first one growled. He was on the verge of breathing fire when New-night-fury got in his face.

"So you're going to fight each other, and she'll fly away with the winner," New-night-fury scowled. "Is that the idea?"

"Of course," the red one nodded, as did the brown.

"You realize, of course, that it almost never works that way?"

The brown one snorted. "Look, we know you're a Night Fury and all that, but we also know you're new here, and there's a lot you don't know about dragons."

"Maybe not," New-night-fury shot back, "but some things seem to be the same for both dragons and humans. One of those things is that females _aren't_ impressed by typical male behavior."

"What does that mean?" the brown demanded.

"It means one of you could bite and claw the other one to the point of death, and it won't affect how this female feels about the winner or the loser. In fact, if winning the female's heart is what matters, then this fight probably won't have a winner and a loser, just two losers. Now, where is this female?" he demanded.

"She's the orange one sitting on that outcrop," the red one answered. New-night-fury caught her eye and gestured for her to join them. She did so reluctantly, flapping next to the ledge rather than landing on it.

"Do you have a preference between these two handsome dragons?" he asked her.

"I... I'd rather not say," she replied nervously.

"Fine," New-night-fury snarled. "I guess there's no way to settle this _except_ by fighting." He lifted off the ledge. "Have at it, boys!"

They hesitated for a moment. Then the brown one glanced at the female and roared a challenge that the red one couldn't ignore, and they rushed together. After a few frenzied seconds, they drew apart. The brown Nightmare had deep scratches along his flank, and the red one had a bite mark on his neck.

Before they could attack each other again, a flaming curtain separated them. The female had breathed a line of fire down the middle of the ledge. That wouldn't stop a Monstrous Nightmare, of course, but it sent a message. They hesitated.

She landed on the brown's side of the ledge. "What are you _doing?_" she demanded. "You're going to get yourself _killed,_ you stubborn idiot!"

"Oh!" New-night-fury exclaimed. "So you _do_ have a preference!"

"You encouraged them to fight!" she snarled at him. "If he doesn't get better, I'll blame _you_ for it!"

"If you'd been honest about your feelings, this whole thing could have been avoided," he growled back. "Next time, give somebody a TrueSight instead of playing games. But as long as you're mad at me and not him, I'm sure it will end well." He turned to the red one. "Sorry, but she's made her choice. I suggest you find another one who looks just like her." The red muttered something under his breath and flapped away. New-night-fury did the same.

A moment later, he was joined in the air by a young green Nadder. "That was amazing, how you worked that out!" she exclaimed. "How did you know she'd choose one over the other?"

"I wasn't sure; I just had a feeling," he said. "Have we met?"

"Not really, but I've been watching you," she went on. "We went for weeks with no Night Furies at all; now we've got three of them, and you're definitely the coolest of the three, New-night-fury."

"Okay, you know more about me than I know about you," he said, unsure where this conversation was going. "Do you have a name?"

"My parents call me Nadder-green-hatched-third," she said with a trace of embarrassment. "I guess I haven't earned a grown-up name yet. But I love watching you in action!"

"Well... thank you," he said. "I just make it up as I go along, and so far, I've been lucky. I didn't realize breaking up fights was a spectator sport, or I would have done it with more style."

"It was excellent, no matter how you did it," the young Nadder gushed.

"I would have preferred to do it with no one getting hurt, but I did my best with what they gave me to work with," he shrugged. "Right now, I'm a little stressed over that fight, and I need to do some flying to unwind."

"Do you mind if I follow you?" she asked eagerly.

"Ummm... no, I guess not," he replied, then smiled. "If you can keep up with me, that is."

**o**

Small-night-fury was flying lazy circles around the edge of the nest, enjoying the peace and quiet that usually overtook the nest the day after a raid, when New-night-fury glided over to join her. "I'm going up," he said. "I'd like you to join me, if you would."

That was an odd way for him to invite her to go flying. She glanced at him; there was an unusual look in his eyes that she couldn't identify. "Are you feeling okay?" she asked.

"Yes, I think so," he nodded. "I just have an odd feeling about something up there, and I'd like you to go with me."

She nodded slowly (it's not like she had anything else to do), and they flapped up and out of the cone together.

Once in the open air, New-night-fury put on a burst of vertical speed and shot straight up. She looked around for the source of his unease, and saw nothing. There weren't any other dragons nearby; there were no ships on the sea around their island; everything was quiet and peaceful. She wasn't prepared to say New-night-fury was wrong, seeing how that hadn't happened once since he became a dragon, but she had no idea at all what he'd been referring to.

Suddenly he swept down past her, curved around, and zoomed upward again. Was this some kind of game? If so, it was a first for Hiccup, who loved fun but rarely initiated it. She climbed as well. He turned in toward her, and she matched his turn. They passed close to each other, but he made no attempt to tag her or do anything else game-like.

He looped around; she matched him, move for move. She suddenly realized two things. One, that she somehow knew exactly what he was going to do, just as he did it. Two, that she was feeling some kind of tension inside, and if she didn't match his moves, the tension got worse. If she did match him, she still felt tense, but it was a good kind of tense.

Back and forth, up and down they danced. If someone could have traced their motions, they would have formed a complex symmetrical pattern; indeed, some of the humans' Celtic knotwork was probably inspired by other dragons doing similar dances. Small-night-fury didn't know anything about that, of course. She knew that they were climbing, and so was the feeling inside her, as thought the dance was affecting her on the inside somehow. But, of course, that was –

_This was a mating flight!_

The realization hit her between the eyes, and for a moment, she missed her move. Hiccup flew over toward her, concerned. She had just seconds to decide whether to continue the dance to its conclusion, or to break it off.

When Toothless was teaching her to fly, he told her over and over, "Don't fight the dragon." She had a complete set of Night Fury reflexes from the moment she'd ceased to be human. Those reflexes enabled her to learn to fly in a matter of days (which was still slower than Hiccup, who listened better and didn't fight the dragon at all). Now, those same reflexes were driving her into an act of passion with New-night-fury.

Did she want to do this?

If they were human, it would take a lot more than a dance to bring her to that point. It would take an engagement, and a wedding ceremony, and the tribe's cooperation, and her parents' active involvement, and a healthy dose of her own emotions as well. Now, as a dragon, those emotions were all that was left. She glanced up at New-night-fury... at Hiccup... and saw the raw passion in his eyes.

That passion was for her alone. He'd surely felt that passion for years, but had kept it hidden away, maybe even fought it. Now it was raging free inside him, and he was desperate to share it.

It was nearly matched by the passion that she now felt for him. It wasn't just a dragon thing. It was an admission that he had changed drastically, for the better, and he was now everything she'd ever wanted in a male.

She didn't know how dragons came together. She had only the barest understanding of how humans came together. She'd figure it out somehow. Her dragon reflexes might be driving her, but she wasn't out of control. Yes, she wanted this as much as he did.

She turned to match his turn, and they passed near each other again. The dance went on. It took them higher, ever higher, until one last curve brought them together, and he adjusted his flight path so their bellies just touched, and then he gripped her with all four legs in a tight embrace, and...

She didn't remember much about the next half-minute or so, except that they fell a long distance, and she felt utterly spent and exhausted when they broke their embrace. He stayed unusually close to her, which suited her just fine, and they glided back into the nest, to an empty ledge, without saying a word.

Dozens of dragons roared their approval, stomping their feet and letting out short puffs of flame.

"Were they _watching_ us the whole time?" she demanded, fighting off her lassitude.

"Dragons don't have modesty or privacy like people do," Hiccup explained; he sounded as tired as she felt. "This kind of thing is just another aspect of life to them, like eating or sleeping or hatching out of an egg."

"Then why would they want to watch us?"

"It's probably because they like us so much," he decided. "They love Night Furies, so the idea that we just made another one is nothing but good news to them."

"I'm still not comfortable with the idea."

"Well, if you'd married me as a human, our wedding night would have had witnesses, because I was a chief's son," New-night-fury said with a bit of a grin. "I guess we can't escape our destiny."

She stared at him, suddenly very serious. "Hiccup, after what we just did... are you going to take care of me?"

"Yes, absolutely," he answered without hesitation. "When you go fishing, I'll go with you, and if you don't catch anything, I'll provide for you. Any raid that you go on, I'll go on, and if I learn any tricks that could help a Night Fury survive, you'll be the first to know."

"Will you look out for me while I'm caring for our egg?"

"Yes." Again there was no hesitation in his voice. "I will feed you, I will watch over you, and I will make sure you have the best place to lay our egg."

"Will you care for our baby?"

"Yes! My father had a hard time with fatherhood, but our little one will have the most devoted, caring father this nest has ever seen."

He seemed so earnest! She cuddled up against him, closed her eyes, and smiled slightly.

"I bet you say that to all the girls."

**o**

"Two-heads-blue-and-green, what's wrong with your little ones?"

The Zippleback's three young were clinging to their mother, squalling and refusing to be comforted. New-night-fury wasn't sure this was part of his job description, but it couldn't hurt to try.

The mother made two disgusted faces. "It's that Nadder-green-the-drama-queen again! She's telling stories about some kind of super-shark that's going to eat all of us, and now my young are afraid to go fishing!"

Maybe he _could_ do something about this, after all. "Let me see if I can talk some sense into her. Tell your little ones that, as long as they stay close to the island, the Night Furies will protect them."

"I'll do that. Thank you, New-night-fury," the Zippleback answered. As Hiccup flew in a circle, looking for the nest's resident drama queen, Astrid joined him.

"I couldn't help overhearing that. Can I handle this one, Hiccup? Emotional females are more up my alley than yours." He nodded, a bit relieved to be off this case. She located the source of the trouble and winged over to the Nadder's ledge.

The green Nadder in question was sitting on the ground, alternately howling and sobbing. Small-night-fury tried to get her attention several times, and finally tail-slapped her. That did the job.

"Why did you slap me?" she asked.

"Mostly so you'd talk to me," Small-night-fury replied. "What's the matter?"

"I'll show you what's the matter!" the Nadder sobbed. "Look!" She held up her left leg. One of the claws had been partially bitten off. The bleeding had already stopped.

"You're making all this fuss because you broke a nail?" Small-night-fury couldn't believe it.

"I didn't break it! The super-shark bit it off!" The Nadder began to cry again. "I was just out fishing for tuna... and I felt this tug on my leg... and when I looked, I saw _this!_" She was crying freely now. "It's going to eat all of us, I just know it!"

"Oh, for the love of... if there are any gods up there who listen to dragons, please give me strength!" Small-night-fury burst out. "Have you ever _seen_ this super-shark?"

"Well, no, but what else could do this to me?"

"That doesn't even look like a shark bite. I'd say you got nipped by the tuna you were trying to catch."

"Oh, no, that couldn't be true! It had to be the super-shark! It's going to eat us all! WE'RE ALL GOING TO –"

Astrid had had enough. She shot a firebolt barely an inch and a half above the wailing Nadder's head. It burst on the wall behind her.

"You... you shot at me!" Nadder-green-the-drama-queen exclaimed in shock.

"Oh, no, that couldn't be true," Small-night-fury came back. "If I'd shot at you, I would have hit you, because Night Furies never miss, right? Maybe I should try that again." She opened her mouth.

"No! Please don't!" the Nadder exclaimed.

"Are you going to frighten any more young dragons with stories about sharks that don't exist?" The Nadder shook her head mutely.

"Are you going to get the facts before you upset the whole nest from now on?" She nodded.

"Good. Don't make me come down here again." Small-night-fury returned to her ledge. Toothless and Hiccup joined her there.

"We were listening; I hope you don't mind," Toothless began.

"All calls may be monitored for quality assurance purposes," Hiccup added.

"Anyway, you did well," Toothless went on. "You were a little less patient with her than I would have been, but then, my approach hasn't done much good with her. We'll see how your method works in the long run. In the short run, though, I have to say 'well done'."

**o**

"What's the matter, little friend?"

New-night-fury had been making his rounds, just checking on all the ledges and resting spots inside the nest. He found something he had never seen before: the little green Nadder who followed him was sitting in a corner, looking sad.

"Oh, nothing," she answered.

"You're lying," he replied as he landed next to her. "Dragons aren't supposed to lie. Talk to me."

"Well... I wish I had a real name," the Nadder said. "A grown-up name. Something that says who I am. 'Nadder-green-hatched-third' isn't very interesting."

"Is that all?"

"Uhh... well, some of the other dragons were making fun of me because I follow you around."

"That's the real problem, isn't it?" Hiccup wasn't a bit sure how he'd work this one out.

"Is there anything wrong with that? I mean, you're so cool, the way you take care of us and break up fights and stuff! I wish I could be like you!"

New-night-fury almost blurted out some kind of rebuttal to that, but he bit off his words. He saw his answer.

"Little one, look at me."

"I _am_ looking at you!" she protested.

"No, _look at me!_"

She almost gasped. He was offering her TrueSight! Adult dragons almost never did that for young ones, and Night Furies... but this was an offer she couldn't refuse. She steadied herself and gazed into his eyes.

He saw a picture of the universe with himself in the middle, and the earth, sun, moon, and stars revolving around him. Well, he could have seen that one coming.

She got a picture that made no sense to her at all. She saw a young human male with brown hair and green eyes, peering cautiously around the corner of a building, apparently watching something that made him nervous. Cowering just behind him was a smaller human female with similar features. The male rested one hand on the female's shoulders, in part to restrain her and in part to reassure her.

The moment passed. She shook her head. "New-night-fury... what was that?"

"When humans are born, it takes them many years to reach maturity," New-night-fury explained. "They stay in family units with their parents and with the other young. Those young are called 'brothers' if they are male, or 'sisters' if they are female. They work together, they play together, they learn and grow together. Sometimes they fight, but they get over it. They always look out for each other."

"Was that male... you?" the Nadder asked.

"Yes, that's what I used to look like," he nodded.

"And the female you were taking care of... that was your... sister?"

"No," he sighed. "I never had a sister. Until now. That female was you."

She stared at him, speechless. It was an unfamiliar concept, and yet she knew it was also an unparalleled honor.

"I'm... your little sister?"

"You're my little sister. I'm going to look out for you and protect you, as though you were my own kin."

"You mean, like in that last raid, when I panicked and forgot to flame those three Vikings?"

"Yes, and I blew the ground out from under them and sent them flying. I would have done that for any dragon, but I really enjoyed doing it for you. Protecting you made me feel good, Nadder-green-follows-new-night-fury."

_He_ felt good? She felt like she might burst! He was looking out for her! He'd given her a name! He'd solved all her problems at once! She flew straight up the cone, spinning and breathing out sparks as she went. She was joy personified.

New-night-fury just watched her fly, with a small smile on his face. Small-night-fury joined him on the ledge.

"Should I be jealous?" she asked.

He turned to her. "Should _I_ be jealous of Varinn and Rangi?"

"No, of course not! They're my little brothers!" She suddenly understood what he meant, and rubbed her face against him.

"Hiccup, sometimes you just amaze me."

**o**

"So you want me to sum up what it's like to live in the nest?" New-night-fury repeated. "Well, it's not that different from living in a human village, except I seem to be doing a better job of handling it. And I'm doing some actual good by being here, and I'm not messing up or making things worse, and...

"Toothless, I can't remember if I ever said this to you, but thank you for turning me into a dragon. You've given me an amazing new life."

Toothless smiled. "You told that little green Nadder that brothers look out for their sisters, and that's true. You ought to know by now that brothers look out for their brothers, too."


	34. The Courtship of Toothless - chapter 01

**The Courtship of Toothless** Chapter 1

_A/N He's a Night Fury. So is she, all of a sudden. They know they have to perpetuate their species, and they like each other. So how complicated can this be? You have no idea!_

_Welcome to "The Courtship of Toothless," a sequel to "Lightning and Death Itself" which many readers have asked for. It takes place immediately after Ending #1. The story is rated T for adult themes; the language is all K. ToothlessxOC._

**o**

"So, uhhh... where do we get started?" For the first time in many, many years, Toothless wasn't quite sure what his first move should be. He'd flown to the cove to visit his fellow Night Furies, and had been completely blindsided by the sudden appearance of a brand-new, drop-dead-gorgeous female, the only one of his kind he'd ever seen (aside from Astrid, who had always been destined for Hiccup). What was worse, she seemed a bit more confident in this situation than he did.

She watched New-night-fury, Night-fury-mother-of-twins, and their twin babies as they flapped away, then turned back to face Night-fury. "I guess you're supposed to teach me how to fly. That's what dragons do, right?"

"Right! Yes! Fly!" He looked around, flustered. He'd given the other two Night Furies their first flying lessons in this very cove. Hiccup had been an apt pupil, while Astrid had been resistant to almost everything he showed her. What kind of student would Guana be? More importantly, could he teach her without irritating her? After all, she might very well be destined to be his mate... after she learned to fly, of course. Only strong fliers could handle a mating flight. That brought him right back to the newly-transformed dragon in front of him who was waiting for him to do something.

"All righty, then. I could fill your head with the theory of flight," Toothless told her, "but that won't help you fly, any more than talking about fish would make a filling meal. We'll start you with gliding back and forth across the water."

"Just like that?" Guana exclaimed.

"Yes, just like that," he replied. "You've got wings, you've got a tail, and you've got a complete set of dragon instincts. Those three are all you need to get started. Try not to focus too hard on what you're doing, and just keep an eye on where you're going. If you do something wrong, splashing into the water will be a lot less painful than crashing into the ground."

"But... I don't know how to swim," she protested.

"If you want to learn how to swim, ask a fish," he said. "The only question _I_ ever asked a fish was, 'Do you taste good?' I'm a dragon, so I'm going to teach you how to fly. Like you said, that's what dragons do. You _do_ want to learn to fly, don't you?"

"Yes – more than anything!" she burst out.

"Good. Climb up on that rock and turn to face me." She did so. "Spread your wings as wide as they'll go." Again she complied. "Fan your tail fins in a V-shape, and try to keep your tail straight." She had a little trouble with that, but she eventually got her tail to cooperate. "Now, just jump straight ahead, and let the wind beneath your wings carry you across the cove."

It didn't go so well. She took off leaning slightly to the right, which carried her around in a right-hand turn. When she tried to straighten out, she over-compensated, fell away on her left wing, and wound up raising a huge splash in the shallows.

"I thought you said I had a working set of flying instincts," she sputtered as she shook herself dry.

"You do," he nodded. "But you've spent most of your life standing upright and moving your hind legs, and thinking that _that_ was the best way to get anywhere. You've got some old habits you need to unlearn, as well as some new moves you need to learn. Balancing yourself in three dimensions isn't a bit like balancing when you're on the ground. Try it again."

She tried again. She flew straighter this time. Her eyes went wide with amazement as she realized she was really gliding! She looked back at herself in delight, which caused her to dip one wing, and she was suddenly splashing again.

"You can't blame the dragon instincts for that one, I'm afraid," he said sadly. "That was a simple case of not looking where you were going. That will get you in trouble, no matter what kind of body you've got. Try it once more."

Again she leaped off the rock. She remembered to keep her tail straight and her wings level. She fought the urge to look back at herself. "It's working!" she shouted, and flapped her wings twice in her excitement.

"No!" shouted Toothless. "You don't know how to –" He was too late. The extra height and speed from those two flaps carried her clear across the cove to the far side, where she plowed headfirst into the cliffs that surrounded them. She fell to the ground, half-senseless, as Toothless ran over to her.

"For some reason... I thought this would be fun," she said shakily.

"Did you break anything?" Toothless asked anxiously.

"I don't think so," she said slowly. "What did I do wrong?"

"Halfway measures are the worst," he answered. "If you'd just glided with straight wings, you would have landed on the grass behind you. If you'd kept flapping, you might – mind you, I distinctly said you _might_ – have gained enough height to get out of the cove altogether, although you probably would have hit a tree instead. Those two flaps set you up for the worst of both worlds. Get your head together and rest for a minute before you try again."

"That sounds good," she sighed, and lay down. He sat a short distance away and watched her for a moment.

"Aside from making face-prints on rocks, how do you like being a dragon?" he finally asked.

"It's a dream that could never come true, except it came true," she said. "I used to look up when the dragons came to raid Berk, and as much as I hated them for stealing my sheep and hurting people, there was just something so graceful and powerful, even beautiful, about them..."

"Even the Gronckles?" Toothless asked, with some amusement.

"Well, maybe not all of them," she admitted. "But if I'd been offered the choice, I think even being a Gronckle would have been better than being Guana, the crippled little shepherd girl with the burned face. Of course, I never would have told the other Vikings that." She sighed again. "I'd watch you all fly away, and something inside me would cry out, 'Please take me with you!' I'd try to imagine what it was like to be a dragon... it was hard, because of all the scary stories I heard about dragons when I was growing up."

She smiled a dragony grin. "I remember one tale I was told by one of my babysitters. It was about a huge dragon, bigger than a Monstrous Nightmare, who loved gold and silver and precious stones. He killed people and took their valuables, until he had a hill-sized hoard of coins and gems and other beautiful things. Then he just sat on them, because that's all he could do with them!" Toothless joined her in chuckling at that ridiculousness of that mental picture.

She stretched out her left wing and admired it. "I keep thinking I'm going to wake up soon, and find out that this was all just a wonderful dream, and I have to get back to my sheep." She noticed Toothless smiling at her. "Is there some dragon humor in there, that I don't get yet?"

"I was just remembering Hiccup and Astrid's reaction to becoming Night Furies," he replied. "They desperately _wanted_ to wake up and return to being human."

"Then why did they let you transform them?" she asked, puzzled.

"Technically, they didn't," Toothless answered. "I kind of hit them with it in mid-air."

"You _what?!_"

He was taken aback by the intensity of her reaction. "Guana, when you're a human, and you're surrounded by other humans, whether they like you or not, you don't have to worry about whether your entire race is going to vanish tomorrow. You can choose a code of ethics that's based on being fair and nice to everybody. Until very recently, we Night Furies didn't have that luxury. For all I knew, I was the last of my kind. I saw a chance to triple our local population, and I took it. I had to. I knew Hiccup would adjust, and it was just a matter of time until Astrid came around as well."

The other dragon turned her back on him. He tried to get in front of her, but she kept turning away. "Guana, I did what I had to do! What was I supposed to do, ask them politely? 'Pardon me, mademoiselle, monsieur, I know this is a terrible inconvenience, but would you object if I were to turn you both into Night Furies? What, no reply? That's rather rude! Oh, but of course – you can't understand dragon speech! How silly of me!' Even if they _could_ have understood me, what if they'd said 'no'?"

"You didn't have the right to take their own bodies away from them!" Guana retorted sharply. "If you want to play 'what if,' then what if they hadn't been able to adjust? What if they'd gone insane? Who do you think you are – some kind of god, playing games with other people's lives? _You had no right!_"

"Guana, you're judging me like a human. I know it's an old habit, but it's one that you're going to have to break. We dragons live by a different set of rules – we have to. Our lives are too uncertain to play around with sentimentality. We have to do whatever works. If it makes us feel good, that's a nice bonus, but we can't afford to live our lives that way."

She lay down, curled up, and hid her face under her tail fins. "This is _not_ what I envisioned dragons to be like!" came her muffled voice.

He sat next to her. "You envisioned a race of noble beasts, living in pure freedom, unencumbered by greed and pride and selfishness and all those other nasty human traits?" He waited until he saw motion under her tail fins, which he took to mean she'd nodded in agreement. "You were pretty close, actually. We do love our freedom, and we don't have any greed, because we don't have any possessions. That's the up-side to not having an opposable thumb. I think the average dragon is a better person than the average human, but we certainly aren't perfect. We're free-willed and intelligent, so some of us do get proud, or selfish, or lazy."

"Or arrogant!" She whipped her tail aside and raised her head; her eyes were angry slits. "Can you hear yourself, making excuses for something that was basically a life-long kidnapping? You _ripped_ them out of their families, their culture, their own bodies... and gave them a new destiny that suited _you,_ take it or leave it, except they couldn't leave it! I'll bet you even tried to make them attack their own village!"

Very quietly, Toothless replied, "Good came from it."

Guana's mouth fell open. "You're not serious!? I was just exaggerating! You actually... _no!_ You're not what I thought you were! You're some kind of monster! I don't want to be like you! _Leave me alone!_" She ran this way and that, desperately looking for a way out of the cove, but the cliffs barred her way and – a fine dragon _she_ was! – she couldn't fly. She'd entered with Hiccup and his family by jumping off and using her wings to slow her descent, much like the way she'd gotten down from the Nest back in the village; she couldn't go back up that way. She was a prisoner in this place, until she'd taken some more flying lessons from a being she suddenly detested with all her heart.

Now she wished this horrible dream would end so she could wake up. Even going back to her sheep might be better than this.
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"Shall we check up on the lovebirds?" New-night-fury asked his mate the next morning.

"I'm sure they're getting along just fine without our help," Night-fury-mother-of-twins replied with a hint of a smile. "Why don't we wait until she comes flying back here to show off what she's learned?"

"I suppose we could do that," he answered. "But he can't spend all of the next three or four days with her in the cove – he has a nest to oversee. Suppose we fly to the cove this afternoon and take over the lessons for a few hours, so he can get home and do what Night Furies do?"

She thought about it. "Okay, but we'll do a high-altitude flyover and check out the situation first. If it looks like they're getting personal, we'll just keep on flying."

"Deal," he nodded. "Meanwhile, here come our first customers of the day." A small troupe of very young dragons was headed for the Nest, so the two Night Furies flapped down to ground level to meet them. It turned out that there was no problem; they just wanted to know how to tell a good Viking from a bad one, so they could attract a good rider when they were big enough. Night-fury-mother-of-twins was perfectly competent to handle that issue, so New-night-fury took wing for a casual flight around Berk. He took such flights several times a day, just to watch for surprises and bad situations while they were still small and easy to solve. Besides, any excuse that got him into the air was a good one. Astrid liked to fly because of the places she could go and the speed with which she could get there; Hiccup, like Toothless, loved flying just for its own sake.

It looked like a typical day on Berk, if any day in a Viking village shared by a flock of dragons could be called "typical." People were going about their business, ships were floating in and out of the harbor, sheep were stuffing their faces with grass, and an assortment of Nadders, Gronckles, and other dragons were lazily watching it all before dozing off for the day. Dragons didn't need anywhere near as much sleep as humans did, but it was in their nature to love sleep, and now that they had no enemies to watch out for, there was nothing hindering them from snoozing twelve hours or more out of each day. Sleeping dragons meant no problems for a Night Fury to sort out. He gained altitude, turned a few lazy loop-the-loops, and glided on a thermal for almost half an hour.

Life was good.

He glanced down, and realized he was flying near the cove. He was at high altitude, like Astrid had suggested, so he adjusted his course so he could see how Guana was doing with her flying lessons. After looking for a bit, he found one Night Fury, motionless on the ground; there was no sign of the other one. That didn't look like a flying lesson, or anything else good. He pivoted in mid-air, settled to earth with wings wide so he didn't whistle on the way down, and thudded to the ground next to the Night Fury who was lying there.

"Guana? What's wrong? Where's Toothless?"

She looked up at him sadly. "He went back to his nest; he said he had to check up on things there. I hope he never comes back." She stood, a bit awkwardly. "Hiccup, please, I'm begging you – get me out of here!"

"What happened? What's wrong?" _I wish Astrid was here,_ he thought.

The other Night Fury shook her head and looked away. "I don't want to talk about it. Just get me out of here. Take me back to Berk where I belong. I'll teach myself to fly somehow."

"Guana, I feel like I'm partly to blame for... whatever the problem is. Please tell me what went wrong."

Her wings drooped. "I can't put it into words. Please... just get me _out_ of here."

"I can't help with the problem unless I know what the problem is!" When she didn't respond, he added, "Would you at least look at me?"

She turned reluctantly and looked in his eyes for a moment... and was suddenly struck by a full frontal assault of his emotions. He was very worried about her – was she sorry she'd become a dragon? Had she and Toothless had a fight? Would he, the Night Fury who mediated conflicts between other dragons, have to somehow mediate between two Night Furies? She also saw his love for his wife and children and for Toothless, and a residual glow from his love of flying.

All her life, she had kept her emotions under wraps. No one wanted to hear about the little burned girl's troubles. Enthusiasm over becoming a dragon was the first really powerful feeling she'd let herself feel in years. Now, someone else's emotions hit her full-force in the face, and it was too much to handle. She sank to the ground and hid her face with her tail again, whimpering.

Hiccup had also gotten a full load of emotions all at once. On the one hand, he was familiar with TrueSight and wasn't taken by surprise. On the other hand, Guana's emotions at the moment were as powerful as a thrown warhammer. Right in the middle of the tableau was her revulsion at Toothless for having transformed him and Astrid without asking them. Spread around that emotional wound were a host of other issues – disappointment that Toothless didn't meet her dragon ideal, fear that she would never escape the cove, regret that she hadn't stayed in Berk and let the other dragons teach her to fly, dread that dragon life might hold more unpleasant surprises in store for her, and a nagging unease that she might not be able to learn to fly at all. All this was spread across a background of remembered pain, physical and emotional, that stretched back farther than she could remember.

It took both of them a few seconds to recover from the shock of each other's feelings.

"What _was_ that?" Guana finally asked, very quietly.

"It's called TrueSight," Hiccup answered shakily. "It's how we dragons share our feelings. It eliminates misunderstandings and lets us understand each other, even when we can't put our feelings into words."

"Does this happen every time you look a dragon in the eyes?" she wondered.

"No, both dragons have to be willing," he replied. "It's customary to ask first, but you were having trouble expressing yourself, and I had to know what was going on. The fact that it worked means you wanted me to know how you felt – you just couldn't say it."

Suddenly, she felt angry. "Do all Night Furies take liberties with other people's lives, without asking them first?" she demanded.

"Guana, you _wanted_ me to know what you were feeling; otherwise, the TrueSight wouldn't have worked. Among other things, I saw the trouble you're having with Toothless. I think it would be good if you came back to the Nest and talked to Astrid about this, woman-to-woman. All I can do at this point is help you out of the cove, and I'm not sure how I'm going to do that. This place is close to escape-proof for a non-flying dragon."

"That's me," she agreed sadly. "I can't even glide yet."

"I assume that means you've tried it a few times, but you haven't gotten the knack?"

"That's an understatement," she sighed. "The first time, I went crooked and splashed. The second time, I looked back and splashed. The third time, I flapped when I shouldn't have, and did a face-plant into that cliff."

Hiccup glanced around the cove. "He started you jumping off from that rock over there?"

"Yes," she said, surprised. "How did you know?"

"He started me from that same rock," Hiccup said. For a second, his thoughts went back in time to his first days as a Night Fury, and his first flying lessons. Then he looked across the cove. "You must have done some serious flapping, to overshoot the grass that badly."

"No, just twice. Why are you looking at me that way?"

"Two flaps took you all the way across the cove and into the wall? You might not be as much of a prisoner here as you think you are. I assume Toothless gave you the speech about having a dragon's flying instincts and all that?"

"Yes," she nodded, "for all the good they do me."

"I think they'll do you a lot more good than anybody else realizes," Hiccup said, with a calculating look. "We're going to take a shortcut through a lot of Toothless' lessons, and try doing it my way. If you promise you'll do exactly as I tell you, the instant I tell you to do it, I think I can get you out of here and back to Berk. Deal?"

"That depends on what you're going to tell me to do," she replied nervously. "I've already broken my face on one cliff; are you going to crash me into another one?"

"I can't make any guarantees, seeing as how you'll be the first student in the New-night-fury Flying School," Hiccup replied, "but if you really want to get out of here and make your life a little better, (a) I really think this will work, and (b) you don't have many other choices."

Guana took a deep breath. "Okay. What do I do?"

"Start by getting up on that rock and getting ready to glide, just the way Toothless taught you."

She did so. "All right, I'm ready. What next?"

"Close your eyes."

There was a long pause.

"Hiccup, when you were a person, you had a reputation for crazy, destructive ideas that never worked. Is this another one of those? Because it sure sounds like one, and if it is, I have to say, 'No, thanks'."

Hiccup stood at the base of the rock and looked up at her. "This isn't a Hiccup idea; this is a dragon idea. The plan is to get Guana completely out of the equation, and rely entirely on those dragon instincts. I know you've got them and I know they work, because when I was transformed, I had them and they worked perfectly. I was never cruel to you before, and I don't want to see you hurt now. Will you trust me, please?"

Slowly, she eased her eyes shut.

"Okay, straighten your tail; fan the fins into a flat V-shape. Get ready to jump." She heard and felt him take off; when she heard his voice again, it was above her and to one side. "Get ready... jump!" he shouted. "Now, flap! Keep flapping! That's good! Angle your tail up, just a little – stop! Now level it off, and keep flapping! Tuck up your legs – that's good. Flap in more of an oval pattern, not so much up-and-down. Now you're getting it. A few more flaps... good. Now stretch out your wings and glide, just like Toothless taught you." After a few seconds of silence, he quietly said, "Open your eyes."

She opened her eyes. She suddenly felt as though she'd never opened them before.

They were about half a mile above the forest of Berk. The tops of the tallest trees were far below them. Off to her right, the sea was a turbulent sheet of gray; she could see three Nadders fishing, but they looked tiny because they were so far below her. Above her was the ever-present cloud layer, now closer to her than it had ever been before. Hiccup was flying beside her, and while she was still learning about Night Fury facial expressions, it was pretty obvious that he was smiling at her.

"I'm... I'm flying!" she gasped, then shouted, "_I'm flying!_" She began to slide off to the right.

"Close your eyes!" Hiccup ordered. She snapped them shut. "Okay, I can see we're going to have to work on focus. But now you know you can do it – the instinct is in you, in your wings, in all your muscles. You just leveled off, probably without even realizing it. Bring your tail just a hair to the left – that's good! Now straight. Good enough, we're back on course. Flap twice more, just to gain a little more height, and then open your eyes again."

They went through this cycle three times before they reached Berk, which took barely ten minutes. She couldn't seem to stay on course with her eyes open. Finally, Hiccup figured it out.

"It's because you're looking all around. When you move your head to one side, it changes the air flow across your body and your tail, and it throws you off course. We're almost there, but while we're up here, I'd like you to try something. Look to your right, and at the same time, twist your tail just a tiny bit to the left."

She tried it. "I think it worked! I'm still flying straight!" She threw her head to the left, and turned her tail to the right. "That was it! I've got it! Oh, this is wonderful! Hiccup, I'm really flying!" They completely overshot the village and were headed out to sea, but he didn't have the heart to cut this first flight short.

"Hiccup," she asked suddenly, "do you like what you are?"

"I love what I am," he answered, without hesitation. "Life is so much better for me, now that I'm a dragon! The day Toothless transformed me might have been the most important day of my life."

"Did you feel that way at the time?" she wondered.

"At first, no," he admitted. "It was a terrible shock, and I didn't take it like a good Viking. But then, I never _was_ a good Viking. As soon as I realized that I did things as a dragon a lot better than I did them as a human, I embraced my new self, and I've never had any regrets. Well, sometimes I wish I could hold my tools and make stuff for the Nest, instead of drawing plans in the dirt and waiting for Gobber to make them, but aside from that, I love being a dragon. I'd never go back, even if I could."

He finally talked her through a broad, gentle turn to the left and headed them back to Berk. She looked at the village as it slowly grew larger in front of her, and quietly said, "This is why _I_ wanted to be a dragon."

"You're doing great, but now comes the fun part," he said, a bit nervously. "The landing. I'm not the greatest landing teacher – I still can't do it as gracefully as Toothless or Astrid do it – but I can bring you in safely. I think. The idea is to pitch yourself up and back, like this." He demonstrated in mid-air, then quickly caught up with her again. "Your wings slow you down, your tail comes up to bring your head and body up, and you land on your hind legs first, then your forelegs a moment later. If you come in too fast, just let your legs fold up and do a belly landing; it's not graceful, but it's better than breaking a... Guana, are you listening?"

"I'm sorry," she said after a moment. "I was just looking at all the old familiar buildings, and figuring out which one is which from the air. Show me that again." He did so. "I only get one chance to get it right?"

"You only get one _first_ landing, but you'll get _lots_ of chances to get it right. I'm not sending you on a suicide mission; I'm just bringing you back to the Nest, so we can start making things better for you. Do you see the clearing in the center of town? That's your target; it's a bigger open space than the yard in front of the Nest, and we can walk from there to home in a minute or two. I'll be right behind you, talking you in. But this time, you should keep your eyes _open,_ okay?" When she didn't answer, he added, "You trust me, right?"

"Yes," she quavered, "but that ground looks awfully hard."

"You'll do fine," he answered. "Okay, we're on final approach. Angle your wings up a little to slow you down. That's good; up a little more... good. Keep your tail straight, and flatten your fins. Don't flap – we're just gliding. Tail up a little bit... legs down... okay. When I say 'flap,' give one good flap and pull your tail up. Okay? Get ready... _flap!_"

Her first landing was more of a controlled crash; her legs buckled, and the impact knocked the wind out of her. He thudded to the ground just behind her a moment later. "They say any landing you can walk away from, is a good landing," he noted.

"Why couldn't Toothless teach me your way, instead of starting with gliding?" she asked weakly as she struggled to her feet.

"His version gives you a lot more confidence," Hiccup answered. "You learn to land when you're gliding slowly, so you aren't afraid to land when you're flying fast. You learn what your tail can do at low speed and low altitude, so there's no fear when you go for some real speed. Besides, my way means you can't fly without a wingman, and if you'd seen how close you came to those trees when you took off... for a second, I thought there was going to be another Hiccup disaster like the ones you were worried about."

"That's _so_ reassuring," she muttered. "And _you're_ going to teach me all about flying now?"

"No, we're going to teach you all about Toothless," he replied. "That's the real issue, right? You thought he was the perfect dragon, but now you think his heart is blacker than his scales. We have to address that."

"Do you seriously think you're going to change my mind about him? After what he did to you?" she demanded. "You, of _all_ people, ought to be the _last_ one who'd defend him!"

"I'm usually _first_ in line to defend him, Guana, but this isn't about defending anyone or anything. It's about knowing the truth. We Night Furies are the impartial judges of the nest; we have to put the truth ahead of personal feelings. When we get conflicting stories, we figure out what's true and what isn't. We learn when to make a decision and when to try and find more facts. It's all so we can keep the peace, and keep the trust of all the dragons. I think you'll agree, peace and trust are in play here, right?

"This isn't just about you and your flying instructor, or you and your future mate, Guana. It's your first real lesson in what it means to be a Night Fury."
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"Guana?" Night-fury-mother-of-twins was astonished to see the newest member of her species padding up the path toward her house, with her husband close behind her.

"You probably want to know what I'm doing here, and how I got here, and where's Toothless, and what happened with the flying lessons, and what's going on, right?" Guana answered her.

"Well, yeah, but I wasn't going to hit you with all those questions at once." She noticed that New-night-fury was blinking expressively at her, which was their signal that he wanted a long-distance TrueSight. None of the dragons seemed to know if TrueSight had a range limit, so they frequently tested themselves from greater and greater distances, mostly just to say "I love you." This time, Hiccup probably had a lot more feelings to share than that, so she waited until he was about fifty feet away before she gazed back at him.

The instant sharing of emotions, with a few thoughts and opinions cleverly piggybacked onto them, told her the story without having to ask Guana any questions at all. When she saw Hiccup's delight in her quick flying progress, and his pride that his idea had worked, that also communicated the idea that "She's learned to fly." His concern that Toothless had left sent the secondary message, "They aren't getting along." She saw the reason why when she saw his puzzled reaction to her revulsion at their unwilling transformations.

"Okay, that's not exactly how I expected this relationship to work," she began.

"You and me both," Guana answered as she reached the Nest. She had to look almost straight up to see Astrid on the second floor. "Hey, how did you know about that? Are you two mind-readers or something?"

"No, we just did something called a TrueSight. I guess we didn't tell you about that yet."

"Oh, yeah – Hiccup did that to me back in the cove. I forgot about that for a minute, I got so distracted by flying."

"Hmmm. It sounds like Hiccup has taught you quite a bit in one morning." Other females might have felt stirrings of jealousy, but she'd just seen all his emotions and there was absolutely nothing to be jealous about. "Hiccup, do you think you can coach her to flap up here, so the two of us can talk?"

"Actually, that might be easier than taking off blind," Hiccup said thoughtfully. "Guana, back off about twelve steps. When you're ready, I'm going to count to three. One means 'spread your wings and get into a crouch.' On 'two,' I want you to tense up your wings, and spring off the ground with your front legs. On 'three,' flap hard and spring with your back legs. Three flaps should take you up high enough, and you'll still be moving slowly enough that you'll have no trouble landing. Are you ready?"

"I think I can do this," she said grimly.

"Okay," New-night-fury said. "One... two... _three!_" The newest Night Fury burst into action. She flew a bit crookedly, but that wasn't a painful failure at short distances like these. The next thing she knew, she was up in the Nest again. The last time, she'd been carried there on a dragon's back because the stairs were too painful for her to climb. That was only three days ago! This time, she'd flown there herself. She quivered with amazement that her life had changed so much, so quickly.

"Nicely done, for a beginner!" Astrid exclaimed. "My first flight wasn't anywhere nearly as graceful."

"I'm not sure you should talk about my flying and use the word 'graceful' in the same sentence," Guana replied. "But I'd be lying if I said this wasn't amazing and fun."

"So you haven't changed your mind about being a dragon?" Astrid asked.

"Oh, no, not at all!" Guana exclaimed. "When I was up in the air, looking down on everything, feeling the wind in my face... I felt like I could stay up there forever!" She paused thoughtfully. "_Could_ I stay up there forever?"

"Every dragon fantasizes about that," Astrid grinned. "Eventually, your wing muscles would get tired, even if all you did was glide on the thermals, but food and sleep would bring you down long before then. We could probably make a deal with the Vikings to throw fish up in the air as we fly by, so we could snap them up and keep flying. Sleep is the real problem. If we pull a Gronckle and doze off in mid-air... well, the Gronckles can take a face-plant into a mountainside a lot better than we can. Toothless once told me he spent a day and a half above the clouds, just to see if he could do it. He said he probably wouldn't try it again unless he had to."

She noticed Guana's face fall, ever so slightly, at the mention of Toothless' name. "How confident are you in the air?" she asked. "I think we need to talk, and if we stay here, it's just a matter of time before we get interrupted and I have to sort out some other dragon's personal problems."

"I think I'm good, once I get off the ground," the new Night Fury replied. "Hiccup, can you get me up in the air again, like last time?"

"Sure," he answered from below them, "but I don't think I need to. You've got the skills, you've got the desire, and you've got some high ground to take off from. Just do exactly what you did in the cove, but with your eyes open."

Guana looked out at all the buildings that surrounded the Nest. If she flew face-first into one of them...

Then she heard something behind her. It sounded suspiciously like a dragon giggle. She looked back sharply, and saw that she was being watched. Astrid looked over her shoulder and made the same discovery.

"How long have you two been listening in on our conversation?" she demanded of her children.

"We just got here, honest!" Young-boy-night-fury protested.

"I suppose you think it's funny that a dragon has trouble learning to fly," Astrid went on. "Should I tell her about _your_ first attempts at flying? Like the time you took off without looking where you were going, and flew headfirst into a –"

"Mom!" Young-girl-night-fury protested. "Don't talk about that! It's embarrassing!"

"Okay, both of you, front and center," their mother ordered. "Since you're already involved, _you're_ going to help Guana learn to fly! Guana, they're going to take off, one at a time. Watch what they do, and then it will be your turn to do it." She glared at her twins. "No showing off!"

"Aww, Mom!"

"You heard me! Young-girl-night-fury, you go first." The little black dragon paused daintily at the edge of the Nest, then sprang into the air with a powerful downflap. In moments, she was up to full speed, which was faster than most adult dragons could move, and quickly faded to a black dot in the sky.

Her brother was next, and his take-off was also quick and effortless. The temptation to show off was stronger than his fear of consequences, and he did a quick snap roll before he leveled off and followed his sister. Astrid grunted and rolled her eyes in exasperation.

"Okay, Guana, you've seen it; now do it. I'll be right beside you. Are you ready?"

Wordlessly, Guana braced herself, tensed up her wings and legs, and leaped off the edge of the Nest. One flap stopped her downward plunge; another got her moving upward. Why wasn't she going up faster? The tail! A quick change of angle got her head up, and now she was clear of all the buildings and headed for the sky. She felt the air under her wings, saw the town falling away below her, heard the rush of wind in her ears... without thinking, she folded her ear flaps back.

"I'll give you a 'B' for style and an 'A' for effort," Astrid said from just behind her. "With practice, you'll learn to take off without so much wasted energy. Let's gain some height and find a place where we can circle for a while." After a few minutes, they leveled off under a patch of blue sky with no clouds. They glided easily; Astrid made minor adjustments to her flight path from time to time to keep the distance between them constant.

"This is just the most amazing thing that could ever have happened to me," Guana said at last.

"I know how you feel," Astrid replied.

"Do you?" Guana shot back. "I chose this life, because I _had_ no life otherwise. You had a _great_ life going, and Toothless told me he gave you no choice!"

"Is that what this is all about?" Astrid wondered. "Me and Hiccup, and how Toothless transformed us?"

"Tell me something, Astrid, honestly. Are you glad that you are what you are?"

"If Toothless had asked my permission to transform me," Night-fury-mother-of-twins began, "I would have refused, and probably tried to kill him to make sure he didn't do it anyway. When I realized what he'd done to me, those first few days were the hardest of my life. Toothless told us that the Night Furies only transform warriors, because people with weaker minds will crack and go insane, and I believe it."

"So you did hate him for it," Guana commented.

"Yes, for a while, I did," Astrid nodded, which made her flight path bob up and down slightly. "I felt... violated. I felt like he'd taken away everything that ever mattered to me, and all he gave me in return were things I never wanted. If I thought I could have killed him, or beaten him senseless, I might have tried it. I even fireballed him for a rather tasteless comment he made, but I didn't know what I was doing and it didn't hurt him very much."

"Wow," Guana said quietly. Her resentment toward Toothless didn't even come _close_ to what Astrid had gone through. "So... what changed?"

"For one thing, there was Hiccup. He resented his own transformation for about three hours. He had no trouble falling asleep that night, and the next morning when his gliding lessons started... for him, it was like coming home to a place he'd never been before. I couldn't believe how quickly he adapted to a completely alien body and a completely alien outlook... and to be honest, I envied and resented him because he made it look so easy.

"When it was my turn to learn to fly, I fought Toothless' advice all the way. I wanted to do it _my_ way, just like everything else I'd ever done. Unfortunately, my way didn't work. I finally had to admit that he knew what he was doing, I didn't, and if I wanted to avoid starving to death, I had to learn to fly, _his_ way. It was galling, it was humiliating, and the fact that Hiccup was learning it so naturally just rubbed salt in the wound.

"But something Hiccup said to me kept coming back to me. We were talking about being able to trust Toothless, and Hiccup said, 'If you won't trust him, then you have to trust me, because if you don't trust either of us, then you're all alone in a world that you don't understand. I know how it feels to be all alone. You won't like it.' There was absolutely no arguing with that. Any Viking would have given a limb for the privilege of killing a Night Fury like me. I couldn't go back to the company of humans, and I sure didn't know how to relate to other dragons! I couldn't even catch my own food until I'd let Toothless teach me how to fly. I realized that if I wanted to live, I had no choice but to learn how to live, and I had to accept Toothless as my teacher."

"Again, you had no choice!" Guana interrupted. "Yet you say you _like_ what you are. When did that change?"

Astrid looked thoughtful. "I think I really started to change when we first flew into the dragons' nest, and all the other dragons came out to meet us. I was surrounded by every Viking's mortal enemies, and they were chatting away to me like I was a new neighbor who'd just moved into a new village on another island. They wanted to know my name, and where I was from, and how I liked it here... it was just so _normal!_ Of course, a lot of their interest was because I was a Night Fury, and the nest desperately needed the protection of more Night Furies, but it was more than that.

"I suddenly found out that dragons aren't so different from people on the inside. They want enough food to eat, and a decent place to sleep; they want to live free from fear, and see their children grow up safe; they don't like being told what to do, and they definitely don't like being eaten alive if they fail to do it. I realized that I could be a dragon and still be Astrid."

"Toothless told me he actually made you raid Berk." Guana's tone was accusative.

"We raided a lot of Viking villages. We'd have been eaten by the Mother if we didn't. We bent over backwards to avoid hurting anyone, like we always did." She shook her head sadly. "Hiccup got _badly_ hurt on that raid, emotionally. He had to watch a Viking kill a dragon he was very close to, and when he dove on that Viking to avenge her, he almost fireballed his own father. He'd been through a lot of emotional pain in his life, but that had to be the worst trauma of all. In trying to comfort him, I finally accepted the fact that I was a dragon now, and I was never going to wear a skirt or throw an axe again, and it was time to deal with my new reality, because that was the only way I could reach him."

"Is that when you stopped hating Toothless?" Guana asked.

"I'd stopped hating him long before then," Astrid replied. "I understood why he did it; from his point of view, it was completely logical and reasonable. But up until then, I'd been dancing to his tune and doing things his way, because nothing else worked. When Hiccup went through that crisis, Toothless guessed completely wrong about how to help him get through it. For the first time, I rejected his advice, did it my way, and found out I was right and he was wrong. That was really the beginning of my new life. It was also the first time when I could even begin to think of Toothless as a friend, because now I could relate to him as an equal. That friendship has grown with time."

She glanced at Guana. "Toothless doesn't know everything. He insisted that female Night Furies always lay one egg a year; I've got a set of twins who say he's wrong. Hiccup surprised him several times during the teaching process. I've got a feeling you're going to surprise him, too, with the things you've learned today. But I can't fault him for being the way he is. He was the only one of his kind for so long, he's accustomed to thinking that way. Besides, he's a male, and you know how _they_ can be."

"Actually, no," Guana said sadly.

"Well, I suppose you'll find out soon enough," Astrid said kindly. "Can Toothless be arrogant? Yes. Does he think he knows how to improve your life? Yes. Can he be a little high-handed now and then? Yes.

"But he has been a Night Fury longer than all of us put together. He really does know more about how to be a dragon than we do, and you'll be smart to take his advice on anything that pertains to dragons. He'll be the best flying instructor, fishing teacher, and fireball tutor you'll ever find. He's also kind, generous, unselfish, and totally loyal and loving to his friends. Learn what you can from him. If he's hard to be friends with, give it time. If I could come around, then you'll find a way, too."

"Do I really have to... be his mate?"

"Don't even worry about that! For one thing, there's no hurry – you can't mate until you're a strong flier. Besides, dragons choose mates pretty much the same way humans do, by mutual attraction. Some pair off for a year, some pair off for decades. It's not like being a Viking, where your parents pick your husband and that settles it, for the rest of your life. Toothless isn't your inescapable destiny or anything. If he totally doesn't light your fire, you have the ability to transform someone into a Night Fury, or one of my children could transform someone for you, once they're older. If I were you, I'd relax, forget about mating, and focus on learning how to be a dragon. Toothless will probably be a lot easier to get along with on those terms."

Guana nodded. "I hope I didn't drive him away for keeps."

Astrid chuckled. "He's determined, which is another way to say 'stubborn.' He'll be back. Besides, if I know Hiccup, the two of them are probably talking this whole thing over from a male perspective. We'll get this smoothed over, you'll get back to your dragon lessons, and you can sort things out between you and Toothless at your leisure."

"Thanks, Astrid," Guana said. "Can I ask you one more thing?"

"Sure."

"You said your daughter flew headfirst into something. I'm dying to know what that was."

Astrid laughed. "That was back on the island where we lay eggs; she wasn't even two weeks old yet. She was looking at her brother instead of her flight path, took off fast, and flew headfirst into a Gronckle who was passing overhead. She bounced off him so hard, she hit the ground again and it knocked her silly." She chuckled at the memory. "At least she learned from it. She always watches where she's going now."

Then Astrid's eyes narrowed. "I just realized – I'm the only Night Fury on Berk who _hasn't_ taught you something about flying yet! Get ready to fold those wings. You're going to learn how to dive!"

Guana gasped. "Am I ready for that?"

"There's only one way to find out, sister!" Astrid grinned. "Watch and learn!"
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As soon as the girls left, Hiccup meant to find Toothless and start figuring out how to bring those two back together. But he got nowhere for a while. First, a Nadder and her rider came to him for help understanding each other; they were both miserable over something and couldn't get the message across to their friend. Hiccup could both comprehend and write Old Norse, so he could translate both their languages to each other, and help the Viking understand that he wasn't keeping his dragon's tail scales clean and shiny enough. He also had to make the dragon understand that the Viking was nervous about her tail spines, and she shouldn't flick them erect as a sign that she was happy to see him. Then he had to settle a dispute between Ruffnut and Tuffnut, who were fighting over whether the two heads of a Zippleback have different personalities (they usually do). _Then_ he had to deal with a Nightmare whose child kept devouring all the small fish in the feeding trays and leaving none for the other baby dragons, even though he could have eaten bigger fish, and on and on it went. It took him over an hour to get out of Berk.

He wasn't sure where he should look for Toothless; he might be at his nest, or in the cove, or anywhere in the Northland sky. The cove was closest, so he overflew it first, and spotted his friend on the ground there, in almost the exact same place and pose in which he'd found Guana, a few hours before. He swooped down again and landed next to his friend.

"Hey, bud," he began. Toothless didn't respond.

"Oh, come on! Talk to me!" Hiccup exclaimed. He couldn't do a TrueSight because Toothless was keeping his eyes closed. "I've got a pretty good idea what's going on, and –"

"No, you don't," Toothless said sadly. "You have no idea at all."

"Oh, really?" Hiccup sat down next to his friend. "That sounds like a challenge! Let's see. You're lying here in this cove, moping all by yourself, staring at the rock where you last saw Guana, acting totally depressed and hopeless because she's gone... it looks to me like you're in love."

"Don't be ridiculous!" Toothless suddenly exclaimed. "Weren't you listening when I told you dragons don't fall in love?"

"Yeah, I heard you tell me that," Hiccup nodded. "I also heard you tell me that doing a transformation is a very complicated process that's hard to learn, and I also heard you tell me that female Night Furies lay only one egg a year. If I thought about it, I could probably come up with some other examples of things you told me that turned out to be not quite as true as you thought they were. My friend, you know a lot, but you don't know _everything,_ do you?"

Now Toothless raised his head and stared intently at Hiccup. "That transformation you did on my tail... I admit that surprised me, but you surprised me as a human, too. Your twins are from Astrid's human heritage. But when it comes to genuine dragon affairs, without any unpredictable humans in the mix, can you really say I don't know what I'm talking about?"

Hiccup gazed back at him. Starting a TrueSight would be easy, but he wanted to keep it verbal for now. "Toothless, what you haven't realized is that, as far as you're concerned, there _are_ no 'genuine dragon affairs, without any unpredictable humans in the mix' anymore. You've been so involved with me and Astrid, teaching us everything you know, sharing your life and your experiences with us, helping us become true Night Furies and find our destiny... didn't it ever occur to you that our relationship wasn't a one-way street? Didn't it ever occur to you that, just maybe, a little of _our_ humanity was rubbing off on _you_ as well?"

"What are you talking about?" Toothless demanded.

"Well, just look at you! Everything you're doing has all the earmarks of a teen-ager in love for the first time. Trust me – I have some first-hand knowledge about that. Yes, I know you're no teen-ager, but all the other signs line up perfectly. You're depressed, you're moping, you're hanging around the last place you saw her, you're telling your friends that we don't understand... This isn't something wrong or shameful that's happened to you, okay? But you'll get a lot further if you stop living in denial, accept reality as it is, and deal with it. That's what you taught me and Astrid, and it's true for you, too."

"Accept reality as it is?" Toothless' voice was bitter. Hiccup had never heard that tone from him before. "So you think you understand my reality? You think it's just about Guana? That's barely _half_ of it!

"I spent _hours_ trying to teach her to glide, just the same way I taught you and Astrid. She was beginning to make progress. And then _you_ show up, and in a few minutes, _you_ teach her to fly right out of the cove! Did you teach her to fish and shoot fire while you were at it? Is there anything worth doing that you haven't surpassed me at?

"And while _you_ were showing her who was the better flight teacher, what was _I_ doing back in the nest? Searching for missing baby Gronckles who turned out to be playing hide-and-seek, and consoling Nadder-green-the-drama-queen because her favorite male found another girl friend! Is _that _what being a Night Fury means now? Is that all I have to look forward to, for the next few hundred years?

He looked away sadly. "The nest doesn't need me. Guana doesn't need me. You don't need me." He closed his eyes and laid his head on the ground. "Nobody needs me."

For a moment, Hiccup was taken aback. His reliable, level-headed friend was taking a swan dive off the cliffs of rationality. Then he understood. Toothless' problems with Guana weren't just half of the problem; they were the cause of the other half as well. He was, indeed, in love, and because dragons normally didn't fall in love, he had no frame of reference to deal with the problems that can arise when someone is in that state. Like a teen-ager in the throes of love for the first time, he was completely overwhelmed with emotions he'd never experienced before. He had no idea how to handle those emotions, and they were coloring his perception of everything around him.

Hiccup could offer him some useful advice on that subject. The fun part would be convincing him to listen.

"Toothless, my friend, since when did friendship have anything to do with whether we needed you or not?" He crouched down in the grass so his nose was just a few inches from Toothless' nose. "I seem to remember a Viking boy who made friends with a Night Fury who could offer him nothing at all. Do you remember that boy? He worked for _hours,_ long into the night, to make a tail so the Night Fury could fly again. Then he spent longer hours learning to fly, and improving his flight gear, risking punishment from his entire village if he got caught... and what did that Night Fury offer him in return? Can you tell me?"

He waited for Toothless to answer. The other dragon was looking at him through half-opened eyes, but he didn't speak.

"All you offered me was friendship, Toothless. Yeah, the 'flying' part was pretty cool, but it wasn't worth the price I could have paid... the price I almost _did_ pay, once my dad found out about us. It was _never_ about what you could give me in return. It was just about you and me, and the relationship that bound us together tighter than most married human couples.

"Will you at least admit that _that_ part hasn't changed?"

At last, Toothless sighed, "Do you think it's that easy?" He turned away, still lost in his dark mood.

Hiccup had done his best to be patient, but it seemed like his friend _wanted_ to be depressed. Toothless always said, "Don't fight the dragon," and the dragon that was Hiccup had had enough. He leaned over and gave Toothless' tail a mild but sharp nip. The other dragon roared in sudden fury and lashed back, but Hiccup was already three steps away and leaping into the sky. Toothless followed, his eyes reduced to tiny slits of rage.

It took twenty minutes of wild flight before he caught him. Hiccup maneuvered desperately, spinning and diving almost without regard for his own safety, while Toothless used his greater experience to repeatedly narrow the gap between them. At last, he gave one great surge forward, retracted his teeth, clamped down hard on Hiccup's tail, and swung his powerful neck, yanking Hiccup out of his flight path and literally throwing him across the sky.

Hiccup plunged and tumbled nearly a quarter of a mile before he could regain control of his flight. The moment he did, he found Toothless right behind him, ready to grab his tail again. "You _really_ thought you could outfly me?" Toothless asked. "Seriously?"

Hiccup smiled and shook his head. "Outfly you, bud? Never. Coax some signs of life out of you? Yeah, I was hoping for that."

"I might have killed you, you know." Toothless' tone suggested that he hadn't meant to hurt Hiccup at all.

Again Hiccup shook his head, waggling his ear flaps, and dropped back to fly beside his friend. "You've already had some pretty good chances to kill me, and you never followed through. I figured it was worth the risk. I couldn't stand to see you just lying there, like death itself without the lightning."

Toothless didn't answer, but his eyes were wide open now. Hiccup straightened his wings and braced himself for the shock of receiving another being's emotions straight into his mind. TrueSight was instantaneous, but processing those emotions could take a few seconds, and if they were particularly strong emotions, they could stun a dragon as effectively as a hard blow to the head. He'd almost fallen out of the sky a minute ago; he didn't want to do it again.

As he'd expected, Toothless' feelings were close to overpowering. He felt a desperate desire to be pleasing to Guana, both because she might be his future mate and because he genuinely liked her; he was confused by her reaction to him, and even more confused by his own strong feelings for her, which were quite out of place in the heart of a dragon. His friendship with Hiccup was still strong and vibrant, but it seemed to be stained with dark streaks of...

"Envy, bud? Is that what I'm seeing?"

"Hiccup, you've become the perfect Night Fury!" Toothless burst out. "You led us in battle against the Mother and won; you've made your own nest in the middle of a Viking village; you've got an amazing mate who laid twins with her first clutch; you've got skills that most dragons never develop, even though you haven't even _been_ a dragon for half a year yet; and you've got that amazing Hiccup brain that finds solutions to every problem, from adjusting to dragonhood to killing the Mother to... I can't even guess what you'll think of next!" He paused, and his ear flaps drooped. "You've completely eclipsed me, Hiccup. I used to be the dragon of all dragons, the one and only Night Fury! Now I'm just one in the flock, and I'm not even the best one anymore. The dragon lore-tellers will remember me as 'Toothless, who brought Hiccup into being,' and that's about it."

Hiccup slid closer to him, so their wings overlapped. "I don't know if all that is true. But even if it is, then _why_ is it true? It's because _you_ made me what I am. I don't just mean the transformation, and I don't just mean all the lessons in flying and fishing and fighting.

"Toothless, when we met, I was a total loser. A nobody! Hiccup the Useless! No one in my own village had any use for me at all. But _you_ had faith in me. Faith that I could adjust to being a dragon; faith that I could learn things that no human could learn, or even imagine; faith that I could fly and fight on my own, without you beside me every step of the way. No one _ever_ had that kind of faith in me before. Your Vortex changed me into a dragon, but your confidence in me changed me into a real person. If I've grown into something special and amazing, it's because you made me that way."

He took a breath, and tried something he'd never attempted to do as a dragon: sing. He'd never been much of a singer, and a dragon's mouth and tongue didn't lend themselves to singing, but he suddenly recalled a song he'd heard from his mother once...

"Did you ever know that you're my hero,  
>"And everything I would like to be?<br>"I can fly higher than an eagle,  
>" 'Cause you are the wind beneath my wings."<p>

Most of the poetry was lost in the translation into dragon language, but the imagery was much more vivid to two beings who actually had wings. Toothless blinked hard, and spiraled down to land in the cove again. Hiccup stayed beside him all the way. When they landed, Toothless closed his eyes and rested his head against Hiccup's, the way they'd done just after Hiccup had healed Toothless' tail, and they just stood that way for a while.

"Hiccup, what am I going to do?" Toothless asked at last. "My transforming you – the thing I did that you appreciate the most – makes _her _think I'm a monster. I can't tell her I'm sorry when I'm not!" He backed away a few inches, but held the eye contact. "She's probably the only unattached female Night Fury within a two-week flight from here, but she's more than that. She's kept her soul undirtied from the usual Viking attitudes, very much like you've done. I think I've got a soft spot for someone who thinks like that. I like her a lot, Hiccup. I... I think I love her. That's not supposed to happen with dragons, but like you said, you've rubbed off on me. But she hates me. What am I going to do?"

Hiccup sighed. "Getting rid of girl-troubles for dragons is not at all in my line, but I will do my best to think about it. I'm sure Astrid is working on Guana, and you know how persuasive Astrid can be when she wants to be. In the meantime, we've made _some_ progress – you're acting like Toothless again."

"You mean, opening up and talking to you?"

"Actually, I meant you throwing me halfway to the horizon, but yeah, the talking part is an improvement, too. Let's go for a nice easy flight and think about this."

**o**

_A/N The song lyrics are from "Wind Beneath My Wings," as sung by many people, most famously Bette Midler._
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Hiccup and Toothless glided lazily on the wind, climbing or diving as the mood took them. They didn't talk much. Both were lost in thought, and both were thinking about the same thing – how could Toothless and Guana get back together? They stayed in formation with each other, not because they were trying to do so, but because their long, close friendship made it natural for them to do so.

After a while, Hiccup noticed motion out of the corner of his eye. He gestured with his head to Toothless, who also saw the two dark specks circling in the distance. "Astrid and Guana," Hiccup said unnecessarily.

"Should we glide over and say hello?" Toothless asked, a little bit nervously.

"No, let's leave them to their girl-talk," Hiccup answered. "They'll sort this thing out their way, and we'll do it our way, and somehow we'll meet in the middle. That's how it is with guys and girls."

"I guess I'll have to take your word for it," Toothless nodded. "You know more about female Night Furies than I do."

"That isn't much," Hiccup commented.

They watched for a few more seconds. Then, without warning or preamble, one of the females folded her wings and dove about half a mile. Then she spread her wings, arched her tail, and zoomed back upwards again, spinning a few times on the way up. Hiccup had to admire his mate's flying form; he caught himself smiling.

After a moment, the other distant Night Fury went into a dive. Instantly, Toothless surged ahead. "Her wings aren't folded enough," he exclaimed. Hiccup labored to catch up with him, while keeping his eyes on the diving Night Fury. As he watched, she wavered to one side, then overcorrected to the other, then tumbled out of control.

Hiccup had just gone through a similar tumble, when Toothless threw him through the air. He'd had months of practice flying, and it still wasn't easy for him to recover. Guana had no such experience. She panicked, curled up into a ball, and fell even faster. Toothless grunted and pushed over into a full-power dive, desperately trying to put himself between her and the cold grey ocean beneath her. In spite of all of Hiccup's amazing Night Fury skills, he found himself falling farther and farther behind his friend. He'd never realized that _anyone _could move that fast!

Somehow, Toothless managed to get partially beneath her as she fell. She bounced off his back, which slowed her descent somewhat. Hiccup tried to copy Toothless' move, and she bounced off his back as well. The sensation of hitting something twice and still being alive startled her; she opened her eyes and her wings somewhat. That slowed her even more, which gave Toothless the chance to do a split-S and get under her again, and this time she landed limply across his back and stayed there.

He couldn't flap with another Night Fury lying across his back; all he could do was glide, and he was losing altitude steadily with Guana's weight on him. He aimed for the nearest land, which was a tiny rocky islet that would almost disappear when the tide came in. Hiccup was close behind him, worried but helpless. He heard a familiar whistle from overhead; that would be Astrid, who had gone into a dive of her own when she saw Guana tumble, but hadn't been able to catch up with her until now.

Astrid braked with her wings and glided by his side. "Is she all right?" she asked worriedly.

"She might have wrenched a wing, but she looks okay from here," Hiccup answered.

"I'm sure she had the scare of her life," his wife thought out loud. "It scared _me,_ and I was just watching! I wonder what went wrong?"

"I'll tell you exactly what went wrong!" he replied, a bit sharply. "She can't stop herself from looking all around! I taught her to compensate with her tail in level flight, but... you just don't _do_ that in a dive! Besides, like Toothless said, her wings weren't furled enough. Hit a half-open wing with the turbulence from turning your head at high speed, and you'll lose control every time." They watched Toothless and his living burden skid to a halt on the rocks below. "I think we ought to leave the flying lessons to the expert." Astrid nodded.

They circled and landed next to the pair. Toothless was gasping for air, and Guana was lying on her side, visibly shaking. "I thought I was going to die," she whimpered.

"Not... with your friends around," Toothless puffed. "Hiccup... thank you. I couldn't have done it without you."

"I couldn't have done it at all!" Hiccup exclaimed. "I _never_ saw you fly like that before!"

"I guess I was motivated," Toothless nodded.

"Guana, what happened?" Astrid asked. "You started into your dive just fine, and then you came unhinged."

"I heard that whistle from behind me," Guana said weakly. "It's the scariest sound I know, and... I tried to see where it was coming from, and that was that."

"That whistle," Toothless began, "is the sound of a diving Night Fury. You made it yourself! It's the sound of air rushing between folded wings and your sub-wings. If you ever dive and you _don't_ hear that sound, it means something is wrong. Like Astrid said, you started well; the dragon in you knows how to dive. But then you talked yourself out of it, and... well, here we are."

"Really?" Guana demanded, suddenly angry even though she was still shaking. "I just came within a hair of falling to my death, and all you can do is point out all my faults? You have _got_ to be the most arrogant, high-handed, insensitive –"

"ENOUGH!" Hiccup roared. "Maybe you don't realize it, Guana, but Toothless just broke several speed records so he could save your life. He also put his own life on the line – the force of you hitting him could have stunned him and sent him into the sea right next to you. Then there's the part where he glided half a mile, with the full weight of another Night Fury on his back... I really don't know _how_ he did that." His voice was rising with every sentence.

"Can Toothless be arrogant? A little. Can he be high-handed? Sometimes. Is he insensitive? Not even close! He's the truest friend I've ever had, and he just proved that he's your friend, too, and... and a little _gratitude_ wouldn't _kill_ you!"

Guana and Toothless both stared at him. In the sudden silence, Astrid quietly said, "Yeah, like he said."

Guana slowly shook her head. "I'm sorry. I guess I'm a little shook up. Thank you for saving me, Toothless."

Toothless nodded, slightly embarrassed.

"So, what happens next?" Astrid wondered.

"Once we've all gotten our equilibrium back, and once we're sure that nobody's hurt, we'll take a nice, slow flight back to the Nest," Hiccup decided. "We'll grab a bite to eat, and go to bed early. I think we all need it." Three other Night Furies nodded in agreement.

Guana stretched her wings experimentally. "My shoulder joints hurt, but not badly. Do you think I can fly again?"

Hiccup started to answer, then stopped and glanced at Toothless. The older dragon held up a paw. "Push with your wing against this." She did so. He repeated the exercise with her other wing, then nodded, satisfied. "You aren't hurt. You just strained your muscles, which doesn't surprise me. You can get to the Nest from here easily, if you do like Hiccup said, and keep it straight and level."

"Oh, believe me, I will!" Guana exclaimed. "I've had enough of crazy flying for one day. Maybe for the rest of the year. Do you think that's funny, Hiccup? Because I don't!"

"I'm not laughing at you, Guana," Hiccup tried to explain. "I just know you. You just had a big scare, and it's humbled you, but it hasn't changed you. You're still Guana, you'll still be looking all over the place as we fly home, and you'll be tempted at the thought of more 'crazy flying' as soon as your wing muscles stop aching. You can't help yourself. You're a Night Fury."

She glared at him for a few seconds, then slowly nodded. "I suppose you're right. I was about to lose my cool at you for presuming to know me better than I know myself. But now that I'm a dragon, I don't think I know myself at all." She flapped twice hesitantly. "Maybe I'll start listening to the experts. I'm not very good at it, because no one ever tried to teach me much before."

"You're better at it than you think," Astrid replied. "You're very quick to learn new things. You just need to be more picky in your choice of teachers."

Guana gave her a puzzled look.

"What she means," Hiccup continued, "is that Astrid and I, or maybe I should say Night-fury-mother-of-twins and I, are well-trained and battle-tested, but we've been Night Furies for less than half a year. This morning, I tried a short cut around Toothless' way of teaching, and it worked, but it also backfired, because it gave you too much confidence too soon. You thought you could do anything after that. You didn't realize that you still have limits, and we haven't been teachers long enough to see those limits. We got caught up in your enthusiasm; we remembered how exciting it was when _we_ were brand-new Night Furies; and... well, we let you down. We didn't show the kind of wisdom that teachers should have. We pushed you further, or maybe we let you push yourself further, than we should have. You almost got killed as a result.

"There are still a lot of things we want to show you about your new life. But in the things that really matter, we both agree, you'll be better off learning from the master."

Astrid glanced at Toothless. She would have sworn it was impossible for a Night Fury to blush.
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The flight back to Berk was mostly uneventful, and all four of them liked it that way. Guana was still shaken after her brush with death, Hiccup and Astrid were humbled by their failure as teachers, and Toothless' emotional maelstrom had only gotten deeper after the day's events.

As they approached the island, they passed over a lone fishing boat, dragging a net. "Isn't it unusual for them to be fishing in the afternoon?" Guana wondered.

"They must have had a bad night," Astrid nodded, "and they're putting in some extra fishing time, in the hope of not going home completely empty."

Hiccup glanced around. "That looks like a nice school of fish, about a quarter of a mile off their starboard beam. I guess they can't see it."

"Starboard beam?" the other three asked simultaneously. Hiccup had to explain what that meant.

"I didn't know you were a sailor," Guana wondered.

"I wasn't," he replied. "But when I worked in the forge, I had to make a lot of pulleys, cleats, and other parts for our fishing boats. The sailors would stop by to pick up their parts, I'd listen to their salty talk, and I picked up some of their lingo here and there. I wonder if those fish are worth catching."

"They're probably pollock," Guana decided. "I spent a year on the fish-sorting team when I was nine years old. I know my fish pretty well. Pollock are pretty good eating."

"Too bad the sailors can't see the school from sea level," Toothless thought out loud. "If we had a sand table or some dirt to write in, one of you could tell them exactly where to drop their net."

"It might be easier to bring the fish to _them,_" Hiccup replied, with a calculating look. He outlined his idea.

"That'll work," Astrid agreed, "except for one thing. We can shoot three firebolts at a time, not four. Guana hasn't learned about her fires yet – remember?"

"Oh, yeah. Sorry," Hiccup said. "Three won't be enough, so we'll make two passes each. Guana, stay at this altitude and watch what we do." She nodded, and the other three peeled off and dove.

The sailors had no inkling that this day might be different from other bad fishing days, until they heard the terrifying whistle of a diving Night Fury, multiplied by three. They frantically searched the sky for the source of the bad news. When they spotted their ancient adversaries, they realized that their ship wasn't the dragons' target. But what _was_ their target? The Night Furies dove in line abreast, spat out their fireballs into a patch of empty ocean, then gracefully pulled out of their dives and into a high loop-the-loop together.

The five sailors were nearly mesmerized by the flight of the Night Furies, but one of them glanced down at the sea where their firebolts had struck. "Look!" he exclaimed, for lack of anything more creative to say. The water was boiling with activity, a sure sign of fish just below the surface. The dragons swooped down and fired into the sea again, and the troubled patch of water began moving. The Night Furies were driving the fish to them! In less than two minutes, their ship was in the middle of the school, and their net was showing signs of strain. When they hauled it in, the ship barely had room for all the fish they'd caught. They took off their helmets and waved them as a salute to the dragons, who dipped a wing in acknowledgment and flew away.

"I understand why we did that, from a human view," Guana asked, "but what was our reason, as dragons?"

"Lots of reasons," Hiccup and Astrid said together. Hiccup laughed and said, "You go first."

"For one thing, both Hiccup and I probably know those sailors from our human days," she began. "Maybe you do, too. For another thing, some of those fish will probably end up in our feeding trays. For a third thing, it's always good to keep the humans and the dragons getting along well. And for a fourth thing, when those sailors get to the Mead Hall and tell their story, _all_ the fishermen will think nice things about us. If we ever need a favor from them, they'll give it gladly."

"And for a fifth thing," Hiccup added, "sometimes it's good to do something nice for somebody, whether they can return the favor or not. That's just as true for dragons as it is for humans." Toothless nodded in agreement at that.

"Do all the dragons do stuff like that?" Guana wondered.

"The Nadders have probably thought about it," Hiccup answered, "but their spikes of fire don't get the fish moving like the concussions of our firebolts. The Gronckles could do it, but they'd never think of something like that on their own. The other types like their chosen individual humans, but they just aren't that interested in people as a group. Face it, Guana – you're part of a very small, very special team."

"I knew that," she replied, but it was heartfelt, not sarcastic. They flew the rest of the way home in silence.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Toothless lighted easily on the edge of the Nest. Guana landed heavily on the ground in front of the dragons' home. "Would it be okay if I took some fish from that feeding tray?" she asked hesitantly. "I haven't eaten all day."

"That's what the tray is there for," Hiccup nodded. They all watched her eat; she hadn't taken many meals as a Night Fury, and she was still working on the art of swallowing her meal whole. She also had trouble finding fish that appealed to her. It was a slow process. After a few seconds, Toothless took wing and headed out to sea.

"Where's he going?" Astrid wondered. Hiccup just shrugged with his wings. Guana eventually finished her meal and padded back to the ground in front of the Nest.

"That wasn't the most appetizing thing I've ever eaten," she said, "but at least I'm not so hungry now. Those fish have been there all day, by the smell of them. I just can't force myself to eat any more of them! If you two could step back so I don't crash into you, I'll try to flap up and join you."

"Hold that thought," Astrid said suddenly. She'd spotted Toothless returning, and he was carrying something in his teeth. He landed next to Guana with a nice redfish, about a foot and a half long. He dropped it at her feet and took a step back.

She glanced at the fish. It looked a _lot_ more appetizing than the ones in the tray. "Is this a peace offering or an engagement ring?" she asked.

"It's a fish," Toothless answered, head down, very self-consciously. "I caught it for you."

She looked back and forth from him to the fish several times, then bent down, bit the redfish in half, and swallowed both halves. Toothless blinked and began to turn away, but Guana cleared her throat forcibly and brought his attention back to her. She coughed three times and deposited half of the fish at Toothless' feet.

He stared at her for a long moment, then took the half-fish and swallowed it with obvious enjoyment.

"Where did she learn how to do that?" Hiccup whispered.

"Don't fight the dragon," Astrid whispered back. "She's learning. I think she might be teaching _him_ something, too."

Once the twins returned from their day's adventures, the six of them curled up together and slept in a tangled black heap. They all slept very soundly that night, even the ones who weren't accustomed to bundling with other dragons. They'd had a busy day.
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New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins were gone for the day. They'd agreed to check up on the nest in Dragon Island and say 'hello' to all their friends there, so Toothless and Guana could use the Nest for as long as they wanted. Toothless didn't seem to want to use it for very long.

"I think we should go back to the cove, and resume your lessons there," he decided.

"Why?" Guana asked.

"Do I have to explain my every thought?" he retorted.

"It would be nice if you'd explain a _few_ of your thoughts," she shot back. "That's how friends treat each other."

After a long pause, Toothless sat down. He gazed at her until she sat as well.

"For one thing," he began, "the cove is a natural place, with rocks and trees and water and grass. This building is a nice place to live, but there aren't many places like it in the world. You're going to make a lot more take-offs and landings in natural places than in places like this, so the cove is a better place to get used to.

"For another thing, this village has a lot going on. It has Vikings coming and going, it has dragons doing this and that, and all that action is only going to make things harder for you. I know you have trouble keeping your eyes on where you're going. Until you learn some inner discipline, you're going to have a hard time flying straight, and trying to learn in a busy village will be even harder. I think a nice, quiet cove will be the perfect place for you."

"Are those the only reasons?" she asked, cocking her head.

"Well... the other reason is just that I love it there. That was where I first met Hiccup, that was where I taught him and Astrid to fly, and that was where I met you. I'll take any excuse to spend more time there."

She nodded. "I appreciate your honesty. Were you always this honest with Hiccup?"

"Yes," he answered without hesitation. "We shared TrueSight quite often, and you can't lie to someone when he can see all your emotions. Besides, I never _wanted_ to lie to him. It was too important to me that he know the whole truth, so he could adjust to his new life. And, of course, he was my friend. Aside from the Night Fury who transformed me and taught me, Hiccup was the only true friend I'd ever had up until then. He asked for all the facts, and he got them.

"Astrid was convinced I was lying to her in some way. I suppose it was due to some anti-dragon propaganda they'd fed her in the village. She took a lot longer to adjust, and a lot longer to accept who she was. I can't say for certain if she'd go back to being human if she could. If she had the chance and declined it, it would probably be because of Hiccup. He'd never go back. I knew that about him from the moment I first considered transforming him."

"I still have a problem with you forcing that on them," she said evenly.

Toothless looked at her thoughtfully, and finally said, "You're looking at things from a completely unique perspective – you're the only human in history who willingly chose to become a dragon. Every other Night Fury who was transformed, and that includes me, had it forced on them and had to adjust to it.

"How is that so different from any other destiny, Guana?

"Do you resent your parents for birthing you in the Northland, instead of someplace with a more pleasant climate? Do you resent the gods for making you a girl, in a culture that favors men? Do you resent the dragons for starting the fire that injured you and disfigured you? You didn't choose any of those fates; they were forced on you, and you had to adjust to them.

"In the same way, Hiccup never asked to be thin and thoughtful in a world that favors beefy and blunt. Astrid never asked to be pretty in a culture that equates 'pretty' with 'marriage bait' and nothing more. They both worked hard to deal with those fates, and they dealt with becoming dragons as well. The only difference between the way they were born and their becoming Night Furies is that their transformation was an act of my will, rather than an accident or a coincidence of destiny.

"So ask yourself, Guana – am I a villain because I did what I did? If you asked Hiccup, he'd say no; he's thanked me repeatedly for transforming him, and he's repaid me several times over with good things in return, so I'd know he was truly thankful even if there was no such thing as TrueSight. If you asked Astrid... as I said, I'm not completely sure she'd stay a dragon if she had the choice. But she's become a fine dragon, a superb leader, a wonderful mate for Hiccup, an excellent mother to her children, and a good friend to me. She's fully embraced what she is. In a word, she's happy. You can't convince me that I did her wrong."

"Couldn't you have asked them in advance?" Guana asked, not sounding so sure of herself.

"How?" Toothless countered. "We didn't speak each other's language. I'd learned to understand a few words from Hiccup, but I couldn't speak or write Old Norse, and he could never understand the speech of dragons – human ears aren't sensitive enough. There was no possible way I could have made my intentions known to them.

"Besides that, please understand – transforming them didn't do _me_ any good at all. It was for the Night Furies as a species, not for me. The instant Hiccup became a dragon, I lost my rider, couldn't fly, and was as good as dead. It was only because Hiccup used his own transformation to heal my tail that I'm sitting here in front of you, instead of decorating some Viking's wall with my head."

"Hiccup did a transformation on _you?_" Guana hadn't heard that part of the story.

"Yes, and _he_ didn't ask _my_ consent about it, either. I almost bit him before I realized what he'd done for me. He did it for the same reason I did it – to benefit the Night Furies, and because he knew I'd appreciate it."

"This whole thing is a lot more complicated than I thought it was," she said, shaking her head.

"It's called 'life'," Toothless replied. "Up until very recently, life was pretty simple for you – food, sleep, sheep, and pain. You didn't have the luxury of pondering heavy-duty questions of right and wrong. Everything is different now, and that includes the way you think. The more time you spend as a dragon, the more you'll think like a dragon, even though you'll never lose your personality or your memories.

"Instead of rushing to judge me, would you be willing to learn to fly instead? It would be a much better use of your time. Your ideas of whether I'm good or evil are going to change with time anyway, so why are you in a hurry to reach a verdict on whether I'm a hero or a monster?"

"Are you trying to change the subject?" Guana demanded.

"We could settle this whole question if you'd be willing to look in my eyes for a moment," Toothless replied softly.

Guana thought about that. "It's impossible for us to lie to each other that way?"

"Impossible," he nodded. "Some dragons with strong wills can emphasize or minimize certain emotions that they're feeling, but it's impossible to hide them completely, or to fake a feeling that isn't really there. If you agree to share TrueSight with me, you'll get a complete picture of everything that I'm feeling."

"All right," she said slowly, and looked into his eyes.

It wasn't nearly as jarring this time, because she had an idea of what to expect. Toothless was almost completely focused on her – her need to learn all the things that dragons do, from flying to mingling in dragon society. Nearly as important to him was his desire that she like him. It was plain that he liked her, a _lot_ – not quite as much as he liked Hiccup, but more than Astrid or anyone else.

"That's not what I thought passionate love would look like," she said after a few seconds.

"Dragons don't have passionate love," Toothless answered, very self-consciously. "Either we like someone or we don't. If we do, and the other dragon is of the opposite sex, there can be an attraction if mating season is near. But it's not like human love at all." He paused. "At least, that's the theory. Unfortunately, that theory has gone up in flames in my case, because I've spent so much time with humans and dragons-who-used-to-be-humans. You've ruined me! Well, maybe not, but you could say you've transformed me. What you saw in me probably doesn't look a bit like what you'd see in any other dragon."

"Maybe," she shrugged, "but I know one thing for sure. I didn't see anything cruel, or selfish, or any of the other things I've been accusing you of. I'm still not sure how to think about you, but the way I _was_ thinking about you was wrong. I'm sorry."

"Apology accepted," he nodded. "Shall we go back to the cove and try some basic flying lessons?"

"Do we really have to start from the beginning?" she asked sadly.

"You can't unlearn what you already know," he answered. "You're a fast learner, maybe faster than Hiccup was, but you have _got_ to learn some discipline! At the very least, you need to learn to look by moving your eyes, not your whole head."

"But there's so much to see!" she exclaimed. "I'm seeing things I've never seen before; how can I _not_ look? Maybe my troubles will fade after the novelty of being a dragon wears off?"

Toothless had to smile. "No, that won't happen. The thrill of flying, and the joy of seeing things from above... those delights _never_ wear off."

They took off together and glided toward the cove. She went off course only once – all right, twice – and that was because she was looking at Toothless.
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"To be honest, Guana, you might be the most exasperating pupil I've ever had!"

They'd been at it for days. The flying lessons weren't going too well, and they both knew it. Still, Toothless' comment seemed awfully blunt.

"How many pupils _have_ you had?" she asked angrily.

"Five, so far," Toothless answered as he sat down and faced her, ignoring her anger, grateful for the change of subject. "Hiccup was a delight to teach. Once he got the idea that he could trust his new reflexes, he soaked up everything I could teach him, and came back for more. I actually had to hold him back a few times.

"Astrid fought me tooth and claw. She was willing to learn, but she was trying to do it her way, which didn't work. When she realized that Hiccup was leaving her in the mist, she got serious and made up for lost time. At least I could understand her motives – she was struggling to come to terms with her new life, and was trying to do something in an old, familiar way.

"I've given some lessons to Young-boy-night-fury and Young-girl-night-fury. They listen to the parts they want to hear, and ignore the rest. I expect that from them; they're still young and they think they know everything. Astrid tells me human children are like that, too.

"But you... you've got the talent, you've got the desire, you've got all the building blocks to be an awesome flier. The guidance Hiccup gave you was good; you've picked up no bad habits that I have to break you of. You're doing almost everything I tell you, and when you do, it works perfectly.

"So _why_ won't you keep your eyes on where you're _going?!_"

"Am I really that bad, Toothless?" she demanded. "I haven't crashed all day!"

Toothless rolled his eyes. "That's like a Viking thinking he's a great sea captain because he hasn't run his ship aground all day. I asked you to pluck a branch from the top of a tree and bring it to me; you almost hit another tree, and you dropped the branch. I asked you to fly around me in a circle five times; if I could have drawn your flight path on the ground, it would look like the pattern I drew for Hiccup the first time I met him! Why is this so difficult for you? You act like you've never seen trees before!"

"But everything looks so _different_ from the air!" she protested. "I've never seen the tops of the trees; I've never seen ocean waves from above; everything looks different now! You don't understand what a dream-come-true this is for me! There's... there's just so much to look at, and I feel like I've never seen _any_ of it before!"

Toothless hid his face behind his tail fins; he didn't want her to see his exasperated expression. What could he do to make things better for her?

"All right, we'll try one more thing before we quit for the day. We'll take off and head south. Follow me." He bounded into the air; she sprang off the ground and quickly caught up with him. They were flying about half a mile up.

"Are you comfortable up here?" he asked.

"Yes, I love it up here," she replied. Suddenly, her path wavered; then she corrected with her tail and resumed flying straight as an arrow.

"What was _that_ about?" he demanded.

"I thought I saw a wild boar down there," she said apologetically.

Toothless sighed deeply. "That tail-correction is a learned behavior, not a reflex. You're doing very well at that part of flying, at least. Okay, now. Close your eyes."

"The way I did with Hiccup?"

"Yes, very much like that," Toothless replied.

"But I thought Hiccup said it was a bad idea when he taught me that."

"Hiccup taught you a skill, and then turned you loose," Toothless explained. "I'm going to teach you a skill, and then teach you how to use it and control it. At least, I'm going to try. Please close your eyes." She did so, very reluctantly.

The next five minutes passed in silence, except for Toothless occasionally saying something so Guana would know he was nearby. She flew as straight as a ruled line, with no wavering whatsoever. When a gust of wind blew her off course, she compensated without looking, and stayed on the course she couldn't see. It was a remarkable performance, and it frustrated the daylights out of Toothless because it showed what she was capable of doing, yet could not seem to _do_.

"Okay, we're coming up on Berk. Open your eyes; we'll land in front of the Nest." Her landings weren't as smooth as Toothless', but they were already better than Hiccup's. Hiccup was the only dragon in the Nest when they arrived.

"Astrid is out rounding up the young ones," he explained. "They'll be back in a few minutes. How are the flying lessons going?"

"Frustrating," Guana and Toothless chorused.

"Oh," said Hiccup. "Well, don't get discouraged. It took Astrid a long time to figure it out. You'll get it right."

When Astrid returned with the twins, Toothless asked Guana to stay behind with them. "I need to talk to Hiccup," he explained. Then he turned to Astrid. "Please – no diving lessons while we're away this time, okay?"

"All right," said Night-fury-mother-of-twins innocently. "I'll give her a fire-shooting lesson instead. Is that okay?"

"NO!" screamed Toothless in panic; Astrid laughed at him. She and Guana were deep in conversation by the time the two male dragons took off.

They quickly found that they'd become a trio; Young-boy-night-fury had taken it upon himself to join them. "Isn't it getting close to your bedtime?" Toothless asked good-naturedly.

"I'm a Night Fury," the little one shot back. "We're supposed to fly at night."

"Are you supposed to listen in on other dragons' private conversations?" his father asked.

"If it's really private, I'll go back," the young dragon said. "But I'm going to be a grown-up Night Fury some day, and I'll have to help dragons solve all their problems. How am I supposed to learn how to do that if I can't watch you in action?"

"He's got a point," Toothless agreed.

Young-boy-night-fury continued, "I don't know everything that's going on, but I know Guana has a problem flying, and I know you're trying to help solve it for her. A flying problem isn't too personal for me, is it?"

New-night-fury glanced at Toothless and saw him nod. "You have to promise not to say a word about this to anyone."

His son stuck out a paw. "Night Fury's honor! I promise!"

"Okay." Hiccup turned to Toothless. "I take it Guana still can't keep her eyes on her flight path?"

"It's totally maddening!" Toothless burst out. "I had her fly with her eyes closed, and her flight path looked like something you used to draw in your forge with a straightedge. She's got amazing potential, Hiccup, but she keeps _looking around_ at things! Trees! Ocean waves! Wild boars that aren't there! She wanders all over the sky, and then she just says, 'Everything looks different!' I could tear my scales out, it's so frustrating!"

"Hmmm," Hiccup said quietly. They flew in silence for a minute.

"Are you thinking, Dad?" Young-boy-night-fury said at last.

"I was, before I got interrupted," New-night-fury replied, with just the tiniest bit of irritation. They flew through the darkening sky, almost wingtip to wingtip.

Suddenly, Hiccup exclaimed, "That's _it!_ Everything _does_ look different to her! Toothless, when she was human, she was badly burned on her face and head. Doesn't it stand to reason that her eyes might have been injured as well?"

Toothless' own eyes went wide. "I never thought of that!"

"Me neither, until you said the part about how everything looks different," Hiccup went on. "She's spent her entire life looking through a glass darkly. When Astrid transformed her, not only was she healed of all her obvious injuries; she got a perfect set of Night Fury eyes as well. Guana is seeing things as they really are, for the first time in her life! I'd be distracted, too, if I were in her shoes. Well, dragons don't wear shoes, but you know what I mean."

"That makes _so_ much sense..." Toothless began. "Thank you for thinking of that!"

"Unfortunately, while it _explains_ the problem, it doesn't actually _solve_ anything," Hiccup replied.

"It solves more than you think," Toothless shot back. "I'm going back to my nest to check on things, but tell Guana that tomorrow will be a busy day."

"I'll tell her," Hiccup nodded. Toothless peeled off and winged northwards, as father and son returned to their home in Berk.

"What's he going to do, Dad?" Young-boy-night-fury asked.

"I have no idea," his father replied, "but I know him, so I know it's going to be good. I also know it won't involve roaring, fighting, or shooting fireballs at anybody. We Night Furies prefer to solve problems without violence if we can. That way, if we ever _do_ have to use force, it's doubly effective because the others aren't used to it."

"Oh." The young dragon was silent and thoughtful all the way home. For him, that was unusual.

**o**

Toothless returned early the next morning. "Rise and shine, Guana! We've got some flying to do!"

Guana stretched and yawned. "Why so early? I haven't even had breakfast yet."

"Do you want to learn to fly, or don't you?" That got her moving. They were soon headed out to sea. She glanced back every few minutes; Berk was getting smaller and smaller, and no other land was in sight. The last of the treetops disappeared over the horizon. She'd never been completely out of sight of land before. It made her a bit nervous.

"Hiccup and I had a breakthrough moment last night," Toothless began. "I think I know how I can teach you without all those distractions. We are now in a place where there _are_ no distractions." He began flying in a broad circle; she followed him closely. There was nothing to see except the sea far below and the murky, featureless clouds above.

"Okay, keep flying in that circle," he instructed her. "I'm going to fly about a mile away. When I stop and wave my tail, fly toward me in a straight line." She nodded. He glided easily away until he wouldn't have been much more than a black dot with wings to a human onlooker, but her Night Fury eyes could see him easily. He hovered and waved his tail back and forth. She turned and flapped toward him, not sure how fast she should try to go. As she passed him, she saw him smiling.

"Now fly in a circle around me, five times, like you did in the cove," he ordered. She did as he asked. His smile grew.

"Did I do okay?" she asked nervously.

"Unbelievable," he answered. "Your line was straight, your circles were circular... You're like a different dragon when there's nothing around to take your mind off your flying."

"Does that mean I have to avoid all living things if I want to be a good Night Fury?" She didn't like the sound of that at all.

"No, it just means that there's no problem with your flying. The problem is with your eyes, specifically the way they used to be. Hiccup realized that your eyes were partially burned, along with the rest of you, and you couldn't see clearly before. Now you can see what things really look like, and that's what is distracting you."

"Is _that_ what's happened to me?" she exclaimed. "I just thought Night Fury eyes were better than human eyes."

"Our eyes are better in some ways," Toothless nodded. "Our night vision is far superior, and we can see better at a distance. But Astrid says she can't see colors as vividly as she used to, and Hiccup says he can't focus on very small things at close range like he could before. I think dragon eyes are better for dragons, human eyes are better for people, and _any_ perfect eyes will be better than the ones you've been living with, up until now.

"The novelty of clear vision _will_ wear off, somewhere in the future, and then you won't have to worry about distractions so much. In the meantime, you'll just have to learn to make yourself pay attention. If your eyes wander anyway, you'll eventually run into something head-first, and that will help you learn."

"I'm not a disappointment to you?" she wondered, amazed.

"No," he smiled. "You're not. It's a lot easier to be patient when I know what the problem is. We can thank Hiccup for that.

"But now, it's time for you to learn something new, now that there's nothing around to distract you. You were complaining earlier about how you haven't had breakfast yet? We just happen to be out at sea, and your breakfast is somewhere right beneath you. It's time you learned how Night Furies get their food when there aren't any obliging Vikings around."

He taught her the basics of fire control, let her launch a few firebolts into the empty sea for practice, then explained how to search the ocean for signs of fish. When they found a school, he let her take the first shot. Her aim was off, and only one stunned fish floated to the surface; the rest of the school dove deep and escaped. That one fish was a good-sized tuna, far too large for them to swallow whole.

"You won't be trying this today, but watch what I do so you can try it later. It can be a little hazardous if your timing is off." With that, Toothless swooped down and plucked the fish out of the water with his forepaws, narrowly avoiding being knocked out of the air by the waves. "Now we'll fly back to the cove and enjoy our breakfast."

"How do we know which way to go?" she asked nervously. "I can't see any land."

"A dragon always knows where the nearest land is," Toothless replied confidently. "I know which way to go. You pick a direction, and we'll see if we agree."

She'd spun around in so many circles, she had no idea which way would be best. So she did something that seemed to give good results for her: she closed her eyes. After a moment, she turned almost completely around, opened her eyes again, and said, "That way."

"Excellent," he beamed. "Let's go!" They flapped eagerly; tuna was a rare treat, and Guana was excited at finally having done something right. When they landed, Toothless used his claws to tear the big fish into smaller strips, which they took turns swallowing.

"You picked a good fish to catch," he said between bites.

"I think any fish would taste great to me, because I helped catch it," she replied. "I feel like I'm finally starting to be a dragon, instead of just a human in a different body."

"That's an interesting thought," Toothless remarked. "You've already spent a lot of time in the air today. How do your wings feel?"

She flexed them experimentally. "I was starting to feel a bit tired before we landed, but I'm fine now," she decided.

"Good," he said. "As soon as we finish this fish, it will be time for your first big adventure."
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There was nothing left of Toothless and Guana's breakfast but the head and some bones. "We'll drop those in the ocean when we leave," Toothless commented. 'But first, we'll work on your marksmanship some more." He gave her some more training in aiming her fires, using the rocks of the cove as targets. She got the idea after a few more tries.

"Remember, any time you use your fires, you're putting your reputation on the line, and mine as well," he reminded her. "No one cares if a Night Fury makes a sloppy landing, or struggles to solve a problem, but if we shoot, it's expected that we'll never miss."

"I'll practice some more before I shoot any targets in public," she nodded. "Question: why are my fireballs so small? I remember what the Night Furies used to do to our village..." She stopped when she realized that "the Night Furies" were standing right in front of her, all one of him.

"It was nothing personal," he said with a trace of embarrassment. "The way to stoke your fires is to pass air across them before you shoot. You can do that to some extent by breathing in and out a few times, but the best way by far is a high-speed dive. That's why the diving attack is our specialty. It's not just showing off; it makes us far more destructive when we want to wipe something off the map."

"Which we don't want to do anymore, right?" she asked. "I mean, the war with the Vikings is over, so we don't have to worry about destroying things, right?"

"Maybe, and maybe not," he corrected her. "Not all the Vikings around here have gotten the word about the war being over, so we still might have to defend ourselves. Plus, we never know what the future holds. We might encounter some brand-new enemy tomorrow, or we might want to do something non-destructive with our fires, like drive a school of pollock toward a fishing boat. It's best to be prepared for anything. A lot of dragons might wind up depending on _you_ to protect them, so you need to know how to do it."

"Got it," she nodded. She practiced until she was out of shots; it looked like she had mastered the concept. "Was that my big adventure for the day?"

"No, that was just a fire drill," he replied. "Now, we're going on a nice long flight." They discarded the tuna-fish bones and were soon winging high above the sea, out of sight of land again.

"More flying exercises?" she asked. That kind of thing wasn't much fun, but now that she could put a smile on his dragony face, that made it better.

"No, not today," he called back.

"Are you going to give me a clue?" she demanded.

"In a while," he replied, and grinned. "Maybe." Nothing else she could say would get another word out of him. She was beginning to get irritated. She made herself focus on flying, which was still fun, even if they seemed to be headed for the edge of the world.

After over an hour's flying, they finally came within sight of land again, but it wasn't the kind of land she was hoping to see. It was a tall, fog-wreathed volcano.

"That place doesn't look very friendly," she said nervously.

"You'll be surprised how friendly it is on the inside," he answered. "I wanted to bring you home to meet all my friends."

That startled her. She knew he had a nest full of dragons to take care of, but she'd never formed a mental picture of what that place might be like, and this certainly wasn't anything she ever would have imagined. "How do we get in?" she asked.

"There's a narrow crevice halfway up," he replied. "There's a hole the Vikings made at ground level, and there's the cone itself. We'll go down the cone, because I want you to make an entrance."

"What if I don't want to make an entrance?" she exclaimed.

"You have to," he said. "You're the newest Night Fury. The other dragons will expect something special from you."

"Did Astrid make an entrance when _she_ was the newest Night Fury?"

"No, we had to use the crevice, because she and Hiccup had to pass the Mother's inspection as soon as they entered the nest... or else. The Mother is gone now, mostly thanks to Hiccup – you can see her bones out on the beach – so there's nobody here but us freedom-loving dragons. But problems still come up, and they count on Night Furies like you and me to keep order and sort things out. They'll be excited to meet you."

"What if I get distracted and bump into something while I'm making my big entrance?" she asked.

"With all those dragons in that enclosed space, you probably _will_ get distracted," he said. "Don't worry about it. They'll all know that you're new at this. No one will care if you aren't a perfect flier. Just do the best you can, stay relaxed, tell the truth, and enjoy your visit." They spiraled down into the cone of the volcano.

Berk's dragon nest was made from dragons who had left this nest, she knew. Berk was home to about three dozen dragons, and she'd assumed that the numbers would be about the same here. She quickly realized that this nest held more than double that number. There were dragons of all kinds and colors, all over the walls, resting on ledges and in small caves, and it looked like nearly all of them were suddenly taking flight and headed straight at her.

"This is going to be a mob scene!" she said fearfully.

"You're right," he agreed. "I didn't foresee this. Land over there, on that empty ledge." She did so; he flew a fast zigzag in front of her to hold the crowd at bay. It was a large crowd, but not a hostile one at all.

"Night-fury! You've found another one!"  
>"So <em>that's<em> why you've been staying away from us lately!"  
>"She's beautiful! Where did you find her?"<br>"Is she coming here to stay?"

"Dragons, listen up!" he roared, bringing instant silence to the nest. "This is, ummm... this is Lady-night-fury. Night-fury-mother-of-twins transformed her about a week ago, and she's still very new at being a dragon. She's under my wing for now. We'll spend the day here so you can get to know her, but I think I should take her back to the place with the rocks to spend the night. Once she's more accustomed to being a dragon, she'll decide where she wants to live. Please, don't everyone swoop on her at once!" He landed next to her, and the crowd pressed in.

Most of that day was a blur to Guana. She met many, many dragons, all of whom were thrilled to meet her and wanted to hear the parts of her story that interested them. Some were curious about her transformation; others wanted to hear about the nest on Berk; still others wondered how she was adjusting to her new life. More than a few of the females dropped hints about her and Toothless and laying eggs; she tried to ignore those comments. None of them had any curiosity at all about her human past. Apparently, that kind of personal history didn't register on a dragon's radar.

But one scene stuck with her for the rest of her life. A small group of female Nadders landed on the ledge to greet her. One of them, bolder than the others, asked, "I know you're new at this, but you're a Night Fury and you're a female, so maybe you can settle this for us."

"Oh, don't start!" exclaimed a green one.

The first one went on. "Nadder-blue-with-the-orange-spot, over there, laid four eggs last winter. Her young ones all caught their first fish this week, and we wanted to celebrate with a fish party, like we do sometimes. But Nadder-green-the-drama-queen, here, won't give Nadder-blue-with-the-orange-spot a fish like the rest of us did! We threw _her_ a fish party last year, and we all gave. Do you think that's fair?"

Night-fury was at her side in an instant. "Maybe I should try to handle this one," he suggested.

"It does sound like a matter for a female to deal with," she said thoughtfully, "and it's not a big issue with life-or-death implications, so it would be a good one for me to start with. Wouldn't it?"

He nodded slowly. "I'll stay close, just in case."

Lady-night-fury turned to face Nadder-green-the-drama-queen. "Is there a reason you won't give your friend a fish?"

"I can barely catch enough to feed myself," she whined, and held up her leg, showing an old scar. "I have this injury from the days of the war, you see. A perfect Night Fury like you could _never_ understand what it's like to live in pain all the time."

That was _not_ the right thing to say.

"Oh, _really?_" Lady-night-fury's voice started sweet, but slowly dropped to a growl. "Well, let me explain a few things to you. When I was a human, I had two legs that I couldn't even _move_ without pain! One of my arms could barely move at all! My face was so burned and disfigured, the other Vikings couldn't stand to look at me! And I just found out that my eyes didn't work so well, either.

"And yet, when they asked me if I would care for the village's sheep, I did it! I knew I should give something back to my village in exchange for the food I ate and the place where I slept. And I never complained – not once!

"Now, _you're_ going to wave an old, healed wound at me, and tell me that's a good excuse to be rude to your neighbors? How am I supposed to take that? Should I go out and catch a fish myself, and then bring it to you, Your Highness?"

"You're a brand-new dragon," an embarrassed Nadder-green-the-drama-queen mumbled, "and you hate me already."

"I don't hate anybody, but you're right about me being a brand-new dragon," Lady-night-fury agreed, with a conspicuous show of teeth. "There's a _lot_ I don't know yet. For one thing, I don't know if dragons can be ashamed. But if they _can,_ then you _should_ be!"

In the sudden shocked silence, Nadder-green-the-drama-queen spun and winged away toward the crevice that led out of the nest. Lady-night-fury called after her, "When you come back, you'd better bring a fish with you!"

The shocked silence didn't last. One by one, the other dragons began roaring their approval; some of them sent out quick bursts of flame as well. Lady-night-fury felt her legs shaking, so she sat down. Toothless sidled over to her, gazing at her approvingly.

"Did I just do that?" she asked him. "Did I just get in a total stranger's face and tell her off?"

"You sure did," he nodded, "and you did quite a good job of it, too. You got the facts first, you made your decision, and you stuck with it. Being firm is the only way to handle that one. Congratulations – you just dealt with your first Night Fury problem, and you handled it in true Night Fury fashion. I've got nothing bad to say. The rest of the dragons are impressed, too."

Once she got over her nervousness, and once the crowd dissipated a bit, she began flying around the nest, saying hello and meeting the young dragons who hadn't joined the initial rush to meet her. There were a _lot_ of young dragons! Most of them greeted her with something between politeness and awe. She loved little dragons – she had made friends with a few of them while she was a human, including the Night Fury twins – and was glad to meet them, even though she couldn't remember all their names.

She got distracted and bumped into the walls a few times. The little ones thought she did it on purpose, and laughed happily. Adult laughter would have hurt her feelings, but the children's laughter was innocent; all she could do in return was smile. It was late at night before the two Night Furies could break away and return to Berk.

"I'd say you made a good impression," Toothless commented as they flew between the clouds and the stars. "The next time you come back here, they'll greet you like an old friend, and then line up with problems for you to solve. How are you feeling?"

"I feel... good," she decided. "I used to dread getting attention, and I wasn't sure how I'd feel about meeting all your friends at once. They treated me a lot better than the Vikings ever did."

It was past midnight when they got back to Berk. They expected to find a dark, still village. What they found was a scene that reminded them of the days of the war. Dragons were flying frantically all over town; Vikings were running up and down the streets and paths with torches in their hands. There was no fighting, though. The center of activity seemed to be the Nest, so they headed there.

They met a sight that shocked them. New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins were lying on their sides, struggling to breathe, seemingly unable to move. Gothi, Gobber, Gunnarr Hofferson, and several other Vikings were trying to make them comfortable. "What happened?" Toothless asked softly.

With great effort, Astrid raised her head to look at him. "The twins," she gasped. "Someone took my children!"


	43. The Courtship of Toothless - chapter 10

**The Courtship of Toothless** Chapter 10

Gunnarr Hofferson left off trying to make the Astrid-dragon comfortable, and turned to face the other Night Furies. "I know you can understand me, Guana," he began. "Someone sneaked into town in the darkness. They must have been a very small group, because they got past the night watchman and didn't wake any of the dragons. They threw those blankets over the Night Furies – they're soaked with some kind of liquid that makes you sick and dizzy if you breathe the fumes. Apparently, they waited until the little Night Furies passed out from the stuff, and then carried them off. We've got people and dragons searching everywhere!"

"Get them back," Hiccup begged, slowly and softly.

"Does he mean bring his children back, or get even with the kidnappers?" Guana asked Toothless.

"Probably both," the other Night Fury answered. "The dragons are searching every-which-way, but there's no plan. We need to take charge." He flapped up onto the roof of the Nest and roared until all the dragons were paying attention to him.

"Listen to me!" he shouted. "It's no use searching the island. Whoever took the little Night Furies is long gone by now. They're in a ship – I'm sure of that. You need to form up into pairs, and fan out over the sea in all directions. If you don't find anything within half an hour, come back here. If you see a ship, find out if the little ones are on it. If you find them, _do not attack!_ Fly back here and tell the rest of us! Lady-night-fury and I will stay right here to coordinate the search, and we'll lead the rescue party once we find who we're looking for. Now, fly fast and look sharp! _Go!_" There was a mighty flutter of wings, and within a minute, the Night Furies were the only dragons in Berk.

Lady-night-fury was crouched near her friend. "Astrid? You don't look so good." She looked slightly pale, and her eyes had an unhealthy yellow color to them.

"Poison," Night-fury-mother-of-twins gasped. "If they hurt my little ones... I will kill."

"Save a couple for me," New-night-fury whispered hoarsely.

"They used that drug on the twins as well?" Guana asked. Astrid nodded weakly. Guana was shocked – who could be that ruthless to young Night Furies? Everybody loved them, or so she thought.

"We've got all the dragons searching the sea around Berk," Toothless told them as he returned to the second-floor platform. "A ship can't outrun a dragon, even with a two-hour head start – whoever the kidnappers are, they can't get away. As soon as we find them, I'll lead a rescue mission. Your children will probably be home before sunrise."

Slightly less than half an hour later, two fast-flying Nadders swooped down to land on the platform. "We found them! We found them!" they exclaimed.

Hiccup and Astrid tried to get to their feet, but couldn't stand. "Where?" all four of them asked.

"They're headed toward where the sun goes down," the leading Nadder answered. "They're in a small ship with fourteen or fifteen humans. They're wrapped in nets and their mouths are tied shut, and two humans with spears are guarding each one." Night-fury-mother-of-twins managed a feeble snarl at that news.

"You've done good work," Toothless said quickly. "Rest your wings and be ready to lead us back to them, as soon as some more dragons return." By the time another twenty minutes had passed, there were seventeen healthy dragons back in town, and Toothless didn't think his friends could stand it if he made them wait any longer.

"We'll fly with the dragons we've got," he announced. "These Nadders will lead us to the ship."

"And then, goodbye, ship!" a Monstrous Nightmare growled. "This is going to be fun. I thought I'd never be allowed to flame a longship again!"

"That's the one thing we _can't_ do," Toothless corrected him. "That ship has two sick little Night Furies on it. If we sink the ship, they'll go down with it."

"Can we aim for the pirates?" asked an angry Gronckle. "Please?"

"I'm afraid they'll kill the Night Furies if they think they've got nothing to lose," Toothless answered. "We need a plan that lets us protect the young ones while we're rescuing them."

After a few seconds, Hiccup weakly waved a paw; Toothless came over to hear him whisper. What he heard made him smile grimly. "That will work. We'll do it."

They made their arrangements and took flight. Toothless worked out the details as they flew at their best speed toward the last known position of the ship. Only the low speed of the Gronckles held them back, and they couldn't leave the Gronckles behind – their numbers were too few as it was.

The pirates' first inkling that they had been discovered was when they heard a rising whistle from directly overhead. "Night Fury!" "Get down!" "No, guard the dragons!" The whistle got louder, and louder... and then it pulled out in front of them. Where was the fireball? There was none! Toothless had never intended to shoot. His only goal was to distract the pirates with his diving sound.

As they looked ahead to try and spot the elusive black dragon in the dark, they neglected to look to port or starboard. Four silent, fast-flying Nadders closed in on the ship, two from each side. Their mission was to protect the young Night Furies, and their method was brutally simple: each of them stretched out his legs and kicked one of the spear-toting guards over the side. All the other pirates heard was four thumps, four surprised grunts, and four splashes in rapid succession.

Now that the little Night Furies were safe for a few seconds, the rest of the dragons closed in. As each dragon passed over the ship at low altitude, it slowed, and an armed, angry Viking dropped off its back and onto the deck of the ship. Guana was one of those dragons, and her passenger was a vengeful Gunnarr Hofferson. Stoick himself led the attack, fighting with pure rage to rescue his grand-dragons. It was a slaughter. Some of the pirates jumped overboard to escape the wrath of Berk. They just became fair targets for the dragons, who were even angrier than the Vikings. It was all over in less than five minutes.

Gunnarr crouched near each motionless young dragon's head. "They're still breathing," he announced with relief. "We need to get them home, fast. Maybe Gothi can do something for them." Toothless hovered next to the ship and let out some expressive roars and grunts. "Can you carry them home?" The Night Fury nodded. Gunnarr and another Viking gently lifted a four-foot-long Night Fury off the deck and held her up over their heads. Toothless retracted his teeth, caught her sideways in his mouth, and vanished into the darkness. Mr. Hofferson and the other Viking lifted Young-boy-night-fury in the same way.

Guana hesitated for a moment. Could she do this? Could she do it without getting distracted? She looked at Young-boy-night-fury's limp form, and there was no question – she had to try. With teeth retracted, she flew as slowly as she could, took the little dragon in her mouth, and accelerated for Berk.

When she landed at the Nest, Gothi was leaving. Gobber and several other Vikings were still tending to Hiccup and Astrid. Guana landed next to Toothless and carefully set her motionless burden down in front of them.

"He's alive," she whispered.

Night-fury-mother-of-twins weakly pushed at him with her nose. He didn't respond.

"Gothi thinks she knows somethin' that might help," Gobber explained. "She's goin' home to get some herbs. Can either of ye tell me anythin' about what happened out there?"

Guana stepped gingerly over to the sand table. She felt funny using it; it was Hiccup and Astrid's means of communicating with the Vikings, not hers. Still, he'd asked a fair question, and the other Vikings must also be brimming with curiosity about the action they'd missed because the adult Night Furies needed care, too.

WE FOUND THE PIRATE SHIP.  
>NO MORE PIRATES.<br>A FEW MINOR INJURIES TO OUR VIKINGS.

"That's the first good news we've gotten tonight," Gobber said. "I suppose Stoick an' the others will sail the ship back to Berk, an' we'll see 'em in a few hours. Maybe _we'll_ have some good news to give _them_."

Gothi returned in about half an hour with a bucket full of a steaming liquid. "Infused herbs," Gobber translated for her. "The sick dragons need to drink this." She dripped it into the little dragons' mouths; the adults sipped it and forced themselves to swallow the bitter mixture. Gobber and some other Vikings held torches so Gothi could see what she was doing. He glanced around him after a while, and realized that the Nest was completely surrounded by a silent, slowly-growing crowd of dragons, with some people mixed in.

Stoick and the other warriors docked the captured ship as the sun was coming up, and quickly made their way to the Nest. "They were Outcasts," he said disgustedly. "One of their wounded told me everything before he died. Alvin wanted some baby Night Furies so he could raise them to be his own private air force, loyal to him alone. That shows how much _he_ knows about Night Furies! The ship itself is so old and waterlogged, it's useless, except to be stripped for the metal parts."

"It looks like yer son and yer daughter-in-law are gonna make a full recovery," Gobber told him as he joined him at ground level. "That was some nasty stuff they were drugged with, but they're tough."

"What about the little ones?" Stoick asked quietly.

Gobber turned so the Night Furies couldn't see his face. He whispered, "They took th' same dose o' that poison that the adults did, but they're much smaller." He stared at the ground.

"Gothi doesn't think they're gonna make it."


	44. The Courtship of Toothless - chapter 11

**The Courtship of Toothless** Chapter 11

The silent vigil went on. No one could miss the significance of it – humans had brought this disaster on the dragons, but other humans were doing their best to stop it. Gothi tried everything she could think of to get some kind of response from the unconscious little Night Furies, but their breathing grew slower and shallower with each passing minute.

At last, Guana murmured to Toothless, "There's one thing we haven't tried. There's something about being a dragon that you haven't taught me yet, and I think it's time."

"Are you talking about learning to dive?" Toothless was puzzled. "That won't help them very much."

"No, I'm talking about using my Power to heal them."

"Guana..." He shook his head sadly. "I wish we'd thought of that an hour or two ago; I guess we were too busy with the rescue mission. It would take me too long to teach you that. I don't... I don't think they have that much time. It was a good idea, though."

"Didn't Hiccup teach himself how to use his Power, without being taught?" she asked.

"Yes, but Hiccup was a special case. He was a natural dragon. I don't know how else to put it. You're a fine dragon, and you learn fast, but you don't have that innate ability to know and understand dragon-ness like he did. We need an adult dragon who hasn't already used his Power, and there may not be any of those in Berk. There are only a few in my own nest, and it would take two hours to get there and bring one back."

That was when a nearby Zippleback exclaimed, "Hey, we haven't used _our_ Power yet!"

"Yes, and we'll never find a better time to use it," his other head agreed. Without a moment's hesitation, the first head blew a smoke ring, the second head sparked into the middle of it, and the ring coalesced into the spinning disc of colors that Guana recognized from her own recent past. She stepped over to the sand table.

PASS BOTH LITTLE ONES THROUGH  
>THE DISC AT THE SAME TIME<p>

Gunnarr Hofferson and the other Vikings read her instructions, picked up the limp Night Furies, and prepared to pass them through the disc. But there was one big problem. The disc had formed just beyond the edge of the Nest platform. If someone threw a little dragon into it, that dragon would immediately fall twenty feet to the ground below.

"Could one of the other dragons catch them if they fell?" Gunnarr asked.

"Without hands, I'm thinkin' the answer is 'no'," Gobber answered. "A couple o' humans might catch 'em, but with four legs, two wings, an' a tail floppin' around, we'd be sure to injure 'em somehow. Ye canna be too careful with a dragon's wings."

"Wouldn't they be better off injured and grounded than dead?" Gunnarr persisted.

"I'm nae so sure a Night Fury would see it that way," Gobber replied sadly.

"Can you move the disc, brothers?" an anxious Gronckle asked the Zippleback.

"It takes... all our concentration... to maintain it," the first head said. The second added, "We don't... have enough will power... to move it as well." The disc was fully formed and ready, but the patients couldn't get through it safely. They were at an impasse, and the twins were running out of time.

Suddenly, the disc moved. It was slow, and it moved only an inch, but it had visibly slid to the edge of the Nest. "Guana, did you see that?" Toothless exclaimed. She didn't answer. He glanced at her.

She was completely fixated on the colored disc. "Will power," she whispered, so quietly that he almost couldn't hear her. "Will power." It became a chant. As he watched, the disc moved again, two inches this time. She tracked it with her eyes, but didn't move otherwise.

No! She wasn't tracking it! _She was __moving__ it!_

Toothless stared, his mouth hanging open in shock, as the disc slowly worked its way away toward the center of the Nest platform. Everybody knew that the Power was something unique and personal to each dragon; cooperation was either impossible or counter-productive. How was she doing it?

He wanted to help her; maybe he could do it, too? He tried to concentrate on moving the disc. It began sliding the wrong way, back to where it started, so he quickly stopped. He could see Guana's legs and tail shaking from the effort she was putting forth. He wrapped a wing around her; she leaned against him gratefully, but her concentration did not waver. Inch by agonizing inch, her mind forced the disc to go where she wanted it.

At last, it had moved far enough. The Vikings counted out loud, "One, two, _three!_" and passed the young Night Furies through the disc, while others waited on the other side to catch them. There was a blinding flash, and a loud blast like a clap of thunder. The disc vanished; the Vikings who weren't catching small Night Furies flinched away, covering their eyes; the Zippleback's heads sagged to the ground from exhaustion; and Guana collapsed on the floor with a thud. But the sounds that somehow drowned out all the others were the gasps of two small Night Furies, taking their first full breaths of air since before midnight.

The Hiccup-dragon and the Astrid-dragon crawled over to their children; the Vikings moved aside to let them through. Each adult Night Fury poked at one of the little ones with his/her nose, and both twins responded with groans and slow shakes of the head. In less than a minute, the children were more alert and energetic than the parents were. Just seeing that gave Hiccup and Astrid a visible boost.

Toothless made sure they were okay, then turned to Guana, who was still lying on the floor. "Are _you_ okay?" he asked, very worried.

"Did it work?" she whispered.

"Perfectly," he reassured her. She opened her eyes and took in the scene. The parents were still very sick, but they were trying to act normal so they didn't upset the children. The young ones could only talk about the horrible dream they'd both had, and how glad they were to be awake now, even though they were both kind of sleepy.

"Lady-night-fury, that was totally awesome," Toothless said quietly. "None of us has _ever_ heard of a dragon who could influence another dragon's Power. By the way, you picked a great time to _not_ get distracted."

"I guess I was motivated," she sighed. "I'm so tired..."

"You rest," Toothless said firmly. He lay down next to her and kept his wing wrapped around her. "You've earned it. You made all the Night Furies proud tonight. No, cancel that. You made all the _dragons_ proud tonight."

That seemed to be the signal for the Vikings to leave. There was nothing else they could do for the adult dragons, and the young ones were as good as new. New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins used the last of their energy to thank the Zippleback who had saved their children's lives. Then the family of four collapsed in a sleepy black heap, next to the other two Night Furies who formed a smaller heap of their own. Most of the other dragons left, but a few stayed on guard around the Nest, just in case some more Outcasts tried to do anything to their beloved Night Furies.

The sun was at its zenith by the time those Night Furies stirred. The little ones had glided to the nearest fish tray for a quick brunch, then returned to the Nest. Hiccup and Astrid were still fighting off the last of the drug's effects; they didn't feel like they could fly safely yet, so they glided to the ground and walked to the fish tray, where the little ones picked up fish in their jaws and dropped them to their parents. Some food in their bellies helped them get back to normal. Toothless was feeling normal anyway, but he didn't want to wake Guana, so he stayed right where he was until she awoke.

She saw his face a few inches from hers, felt his wing wrapped around her, began to pull away, then relaxed. "I had some wonderful dreams," she sighed.

"I can't imagine a dream that would be better than your reality," he said. "What you did last night was unheard-of. Plus, you fought in your first battle, you brought Young-boy-night-fury safely home... you, my lady-friend, are one amazing dragon."

After all his endless criticisms and suggestions for improvement, she had a hard time believing he would offer her an unalloyed compliment. She smiled.

"Tell me more nice things about me," she murmured.
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Toothless and Guana's first concern was Hiccup and Astrid, who were still slightly woozy from their experience. "Are you sure you're going to be okay?" he fretted.

"We'll be fine," New-night-fury answered slowly. "We're surrounded by humans who care about us and dragons who are looking out for us. I overheard them saying they're going to start their own night-watchdragon plan, so this can never happen again."

"And our children are all right – that's what matters the most," Night-fury-mother-of-twins added. "We have to thank you two for that... although I don't know how we ever could."

"When Astrid transformed you, Guana, we thought we were doing it for the Night Furies and for you, and maybe for Toothless as well," Hiccup nodded. "Who knew that we were doing it for ourselves, too? If you hadn't been there for us this morning..."

"But we were," Guana answered. She meant to say more, but she was suddenly struck by the realization that she, Guana, the little shepherd girl with the burns, had flown into battle on behalf of two children, rescued one of them, and had just saved both their lives.

She glanced at her hands, which were now black clawed paws. She shook her wings and her tail. _Is this really happening to me? Have I really gone from disabled, to dragon, to hero, in just over a week?_

"Guana, can I ask you something?" Toothless said quietly. "_How_ did you move that disc?"

"I heard the Zippleback say they didn't have enough will power to move it themselves," she answered. "Will power is something I've got, so I figured it was worth a shot."

"You figured it was worth a shot," Toothless echoed her. "That's what Hiccup said when he transformed my tail! But you don't strike me as the strong-willed type; you were quite biddable when I was teaching you to fly."

"Will power doesn't always mean you're stubborn," she replied quietly. "When you live in a body where every movement causes pain, it takes a lot of will power just to get out of bed in the morning." He could only nod.

"I'd like you to try something, if you're willing," he asked. "Can you focus on that stone on the ground down there, and make it move, like you moved the disc?" She strained until she was almost in pain, but the stone didn't move.

"I guess the only thing your mind can move is dragon transformation discs," Toothless decided.

"It's not a very useful talent, is it?" she nodded.

"New-night-fury and I beg to differ," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said firmly. "Our children, even more so."

By the end of the day, all the Night Furies were back to normal. The other dragons, however, were not. There was an aura of stress and anger that could be felt all over the town. The great reptiles were getting short-tempered; arguments and fights were breaking out for the smallest of reasons, or for no reason at all. Stoick was worried that some Vikings might get caught in the middle of a dragon fight, or lose a house if the dragons started flaming each other. He finally stopped by the Nest to ask his dragon-son if he had any idea what was going on.

THE DRAGONS ARE RAGING.  
>THEY TAKE THE ATTACK ON US<br>AS AN ATTACK ON ALL OF THEM.  
>THEY WANT PAYBACK<p>

"The kidnappers are all dead, Hiccup! What other kind of payback could the dragons want?"

DRAGONS KNOW ONLY ONE KIND OF REVENGE,  
>AND THAT'S MASSIVE RETALIATION.<br>THEY WANT TO PUNISH THE ONES WHO  
>PLANNED THIS ATTACK AGAINST US<p>

Stoick considered that. "The dragons can attack anyone they want, and I have no power to stop you. But if you raid Outcast Island, I'm afraid the Outcasts will know where you came from. You could start a war between them and us! We'd probably win that war, but the cost in lives would be far too high."

THEY DRUGGED AND KIDNAPPED THE CHIEF'S  
>GRANDCHILDREN. ISN'T THAT AN ACT OF WAR?<br>WE'RE AT WAR WITH THEM ALREADY

"Hiccup, if an Outcast gets mad at you and you don't want to fight him, you can fly away. We Vikings don't have that option."

IF WE DON'T DO SOMETHING, THE DRAGONS  
>WILL GET ANGRIER, AND EVERYONE WILL SUFFER.<br>TRUST ME – WHEN WE'RE DONE WITH THE  
>OUTCASTS, THEY WILL POSE NO THREAT TO BERK<p>

Stoick shook his head. "I can't stop you, and I won't forbid you. Just remember what's at stake." He gestured at the whole village with a sweep of his arm, then climbed down the stairway to ground level and walked away. Hiccup watched him go, then turned to Astrid.

"Spread the word among all the dragons. Tonight, the Outcast village burns."

"Is this because they went after you?" she asked, somewhat worried.

"No, it's because they went after you and our children," he answered firmly.

"Hiccup, if we attack the Outcasts on their own home turf, some of us are going to get hurt. Some of us may be killed."

"I know," he nodded slowly. "If I could think of any other way to channel the dragons' rage, I'd do it. But we've got a village full of flaming-mad dragons who won't settle for anything less than full vengeance. The best thing we can do is lead the attack and try to keep them safe. After all, that's what Night Furies do."

"Then I guess we'll have to do it one more time," she nodded. "I'm with you, all the way."

When Toothless and Guana got the word, he glanced at her and immediately shook his head. She knew what he was thinking, and she resented it.

"Why can't I go along? Am I a Night Fury or aren't I?"

"You're a Night Fury who hasn't learned how to dive yet!" he exclaimed. "You could be killed."

"There are a lot of other dragons going on this raid who can't dive," she countered. "I can fly, and I can shoot straight. What else do I need?"

"Experience," he retorted. "This isn't a training exercise, Guana. This is about men with bolas and crossbows and no mercy, who will try their best to end your life. You're a Night Fury; your head on their wall would be the ultimate prize."

"How experienced were you when you went on your first raid?" she demanded. He didn't answer, because the answer was obvious. She went on, "I saw what those Outcasts did to the twins, and to Hiccup and Astrid. They're heartless killers. If we don't stomp them into the dirt, they'll be back to try something else against us, and maybe I won't have enough will power to make a difference next time. You keep telling me, 'Don't fight the dragon,' right? Well, the dragon _wants_ to fight!"

When he still didn't answer, she blurted out, "Oh, forget all these words, Toothless! Just look in my eyes."

The picture he got from her was of two small Night Furies lying motionless, their lives fading away, while she stood helplessly to the side, desperately wanting to save them and not knowing how. The overarching message was, "This must never happen again."

The picture she got from him was of himself, standing alone on a cliff, looking forlornly out to sea, waiting for someone who would never come back. The overarching message was, "Don't leave me alone."

She impulsively leaned her head against his and closed her eyes. "Toothless, I don't want to die, any more than you do. But I'm a dragon now! I have to do what dragons do. Our whole nest is united in wanting to do this – how can I stay behind?"

He slowly answered, "I'm not a tyrant. I'm not the Mother. I can't force you or forbid you to do anything. But please, I'm begging you... be careful. You've never fought humans before."

"No, but I know a few things about them," she smiled. "I promise, I'll be careful." Then she had another thought. "Should we get some dragons from your nest to join us?"

"No," he decided after a moment. "They don't know about the attack on the Night Furies; they aren't feeling the rage. My nest has become a peaceful place, for the most part, and I want to keep it that way. We've already got enough dragons to devastate an island; we'll keep this as a Berk affair."

"Then why are _you_ coming along?" she wondered.

She saw his face harden. "Because they tried to kill my best friend. _I_ want payback, too."
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It was a little before midnight when every adult dragon on Berk took wing and joined a huge circular formation, orbiting the two fire-towers that marked the entrance to Berk's harbor. The Night Furies hovered in the center of the circle.

"Listen up!" Night-fury bellowed. "We all know how to raid a human village. We thought those days were finally over, but the Outcast humans would rather keep the war going. Who wants to make them regret it?" The answering roar was unanimous, and it woke a few sleeping Vikings in the village nearby.

"There are a few differences between this raid and other raids. For one thing, we aren't going after food, although if you see any fish you can grab without risking yourselves, feel free to grab them. Our goal this time is pure destruction.

"The other big difference is that you've got four Night Furies leading the way." That drew another big roar of approval. For the first time, Guana was seeing how the average dragon really appreciated the Night Furies, and it humbled her.

"I've told you all about New-night-fury's four-phased battle plan, but I'll sum it up. When we go in, we're in Phase One, which means we focus on the catapults and other defenses. When I call 'Phase Two,' we shift to wrecking all the buildings. If the Outcast humans come out to fight, I'll call 'Phase Three,' and we'll focus on the warriors. Once they've been dealt with, Phase Four means we flame anything man-made on the island until we're out of shots."

New-night-fury added, "Remember to sink any ships you see. Anything that floats needs to stop floating. If they can sail to other islands, they can get supplies and rebuild themselves, and they can come back to Berk and hurt us again." As the dragons roared their rage, New-night-fury's voice rose above them. "_Never again!_"

"Never again!" they all roared back.

"It's time to remind them that it's a bad idea to make dragons mad!" Night-fury-mother-of-twins added. "Let's _go!_" The circular formation broke up into a confused-looking cluster of extremely angry dragons, composed of seventeen Nadders, thirteen Gronckles, three Zipplebacks and two Nightmares, with a finger-four formation of Night Furies flying point. Their target: Outcast Island.

Toothless closed on Guana. "There's one thing you can do without any help," he said, "and that's to encourage the others. We'll fly zigzags over and under the other dragons so they can see us; that gives them a lot more confidence. Then we'll fly in the lead for a while, and Hiccup and Astrid will make the rounds. It always gives me a chill, the way the others gain courage just from seeing us."

They separated; he dropped back to the left, and she pulled a 180 to the right. As soon as the rest of the dragons had passed her, she turned again and worked her way toward the front of the formation. She could hear the other dragons talking to each other as she passed above them.

"There's Lady-night-fury! I heard she's a natural fighter!"  
>"Four Night Furies! We're going to be invincible!"<br>"We never had more than two Night Furies before! This is amazing!"  
>"I've never felt so good about a battle in my life! <em>Four<em> of them!"

She felt like saying, "But I haven't _done_ anything yet!" Instead, she tried to focus on her flying and not get distracted. When she got to the front of the formation, Toothless was waiting for her. The two of them took the lead, and New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins took their turn weaving through the formation.

A shadow loomed up on the sea and grew steadily larger. "Land in sight!" Toothless roared. "Gronckles to the front! Night Furies, climb to strike altitude! We're in Phase One!"

The promontory where they made landfall was guarded by no less than five catapults. Three of them were torn apart by Night Fury blasts before they got a single shot off. The rest vanished in a hail of Gronckle lava-bursts. No dragons were hurt.

"Okay, split up and follow the coastline!" Toothless bellowed. "Watch for more catapults! We're still in Phase One!" The formation divided in two; half followed Night-fury and Lady-night-fury to the left, while the rest went right with New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins. Every few minutes, they found another cluster of catapults, which immediately vanished in various kinds of dragon fire.

When the two groups met on the far side of the island, Toothless shouted, "That's it for their defenses! Gronckles, eat a rock and recharge your fires! We are now in Phase Two! Go for the buildings!" They roared across the empty part of the island, back toward the Outcast village.

Guana spotted a structure with an unusual chimney. That would be their forge – a worthy target! She lined herself up for a long, shallow dive, sparked a fireball, and let gravity pull her toward her objective. She thought she heard a faint whistling from her sub-wings.

Suddenly, the forge vanished in a reddish fireball; tools and pieces of roof flew lazily through the sky. A Zippleback had gotten there first! Guana scanned the ground in front of her for something else she could shoot. The only man-made object in her path was a wood-and-rope footbridge across a deep gorge. It wasn't a building, but she had to shoot _something_ – she couldn't hold her fire much longer. She flicked her tail to alter her course, lined up on the bridge, and fired.

Her blast wasn't as big as Toothless' fireworks, but it was more than enough for the footbridge. The middle third of it just ceased to exist; the outer ends flopped against the cliffs and hung there, beginning to burn. She admired her handiwork for a moment, then did a quick zigzag in case anyone on the ground was getting ready to throw something at her.

When she regained strike altitude, Toothless was waiting for her. "You made a good recovery when you lost your primary target," he commented. "I was about to scream at you for making yourself an easy target, but then you threw in that zigzag. That was a nice touch.

"Now I've got something special for you to do. There's a small group of juvenile dragons who are taking target practice in the harbor. They've gotten overconfident and they're taking too many chances. I want you to fly cover for them, and bail them out if they get in trouble."

"I'll do that," she nodded, and banked away toward the harbor. _Could_ she do this? He wouldn't have given her the job if he thought it was beyond her. Or was he sending her on this errand to keep her out of danger? It didn't matter; she'd do her best. Besides, the harbor would have plenty of worthy targets in it. She'd just gotten her first taste of fiery destruction, and the dragon side of her wanted more.

The harbor wasn't hard to find; three or four ships were already burning like beacons. She could see two Gronckles, three Nadders, and a Zippleback flying in a big circle, taking turns to drop down and flame something every now and then. Toothless was right – their formation was absurdly predictable, and they were low enough to be easy targets. She looked around to see if any Outcasts were taking aim at them.

There! One of the ships at the docks was armed with three medium-sized catapults, and she could see two of them being winched down. She sparked a fireball, put her head down, and fired. The blast wasn't very impressive – any Gronckle could have done better – but it served two purposes. It scattered the humans for a few seconds, and it drew the dragons' attention to the threat they hadn't seen. They scattered. One of the Nadders circled back, fired, and ripped the catapult-ship in half before the humans could return to their weapons.

"Thanks, Lady-night-fury!" one of them called. "We didn't see that one."

"All of you, climb up here and circle around me," she called. They obeyed readily.

"Are we in trouble?" one of the Zippleback heads asked.

"No, but it's a wonder you aren't all dead," she replied. "You're flying low, slow, straight and predictable. You're just _begging_ some Outcast to take a shot at you! You need to keep changing direction and height as you fly, and make quick, slashing attacks instead of long, drawn-out firing passes. And keep your eyes open for danger, as well as targets." It was just two days ago that Toothless had taught her about fighting, and now _she_ was the teacher.

The other six dragons nodded. A Nadder said, "Part of our problem is that we were never in battle before – we were too young to fly on the raids during the War. We don't know what we're supposed to shoot at."

"We know that a ship with a dragon's head on the front means dragons should burn it, but that's about all," added the other Zippleback head.

"When Night-fury said 'you all know how to raid a human village,' why didn't you say something?" she asked.

"We didn't want to sound stupid," a Gronckle answered, embarrassed. "We thought we'd figure it out when we got there."

"Okay, then," she nodded. "I'm kind of new to battle myself. I'm not as destructive as the other Night Furies, but I know what kinds of targets the Outcasts need the most. So I'll tell you what – I'll mark the targets for you, and then you can destroy them."

"Awesome!" the seven heads of the other six dragons all exclaimed at once.

For the next half hour, Lady-night-fury and her six youthful charges ranged up and down the coast of Outcast Island, laying waste to Outcast sea power. Warships, cargo ships, fishing boats, ships under construction... they burned everything. She would tag a target with a small firebolt, and one of the others would swoop down to ignite it for keeps. They took turns shooting so they wouldn't reach their shot limits too soon. She saved her own shots by adding commands like, "...and get the one next to it as well!" Her shots weren't very destructive, but they started small fires, they pointed out targets to the inexperienced dragons, and they helped her uphold the Night Furies' honor in the most important way – she never missed.

Well, almost never. The group had a close brush with danger when a trio of Outcasts with crossbows burst out of a cave, looking for targets in the moonlight. Lady-night-fury had been lining up a targeting shot on a barge of some kind, but when she saw the Outcasts, she shifted targets and fired at them instead. Her hastily-aimed shot went wide by several yards; the men were showered with rock fragments, but were otherwise unhurt. But they saw the firebolt lance out of the darkness toward them, tried and failed to see the dragon that launched it, screamed "Night Fury!" and dashed back into their cave without firing a shot. The other dragons assumed she meant to do it that way, and she never told them otherwise.

When they ran out of floating targets, they returned to the harbor and wrecked the shipyard from end to end, using up the last of their fires on cranes, stacks of seasoned timber, and sheds full of sails and cordage. When the main flock flew over a few minutes later to finish the job, they quickly saw that the job was already finished, and flapped away in search of other targets. Lady-night-fury and her team made their way inland, avoiding trouble because the six younger dragons were out of shots, and eventually linked up with the bulk of their force.

"We're in Phase Three right now," Night-fury explained quickly, "but that isn't going to last much longer. There's no fight in them! I think they're used to dragon attacks that are nothing but random, unguided food raids. We're hitting them with an organized plan, and they don't like that so well."

"Have we taken any losses?" she asked.

"Three or four of the big dragons have holes in their wings from crossbow bolts, but nothing serious," he answered. "I actually heard a Nadder tell a friend, 'It's only fun if you get a scar out of it.' Night-fury-mother-of-twins seemed to think that was funny for some reason. Well, it's about time for me to call Phase Four."

"You'd better make that Phase Five," she corrected him.

"Huh? There _is_ no Phase Five!"

"There is now." She pointed with her wing.

Outcast Island was home to more than just humans; it was also the location of a small nest of feral dragons. Without a Night Fury to help settle their disputes, they resolved everything by tooth and claw. They were greedy, selfish, and prone to get angry at just about anything, especially the Outcasts. Now they saw Berk's dragons flaming the human part of the island, and they recognized a chance to join the action and strike some blows at their most hated enemies at minimal risk to themselves. They were about two dozen strong, and they were flying from the far side of the island in line abreast, launching gouts of flaming death at anything that looked man-made.

"Berk dragons! Gain altitude! Circle up!" Toothless roared his commands, and the other dragons passed the word so everyone got the message. They quickly formed a big circle high above the island. Below them, they could see countless fires that they'd set, with more breaking out every minute as the Outcast dragons vented their rage on their unfriendly human neighbors. The entire human side of the island was smoking like a volcano.

New-night-fury conferred quickly with Night-fury, then flew into the center of the circle formation. "Dragons, I have two words for you. Mission accomplished! The human Outcasts wanted to play games with dragons; I hope they liked this game. I know _I_ did! Better yet, they didn't bring down a single one of us! Let's go home and let the local dragons finish the job. We've had a busy night."

The dragons' rage was sated. They were feeling subdued now, even though it was thrilling to look down and see what they'd accomplished. The entire formation turned away and flew lazily back to Berk. Most of them would sleep late that morning.

The Night Furies glided around the formation, accepting the thanks and the wing-taps of the others for the protection and security they'd provided. It was a tradition among dragons returning from raids; even if a raid went badly, the dragons would thank the Night Furies that it hadn't gone worse. Guana was surprised to be treated just like the veterans.

"Why are they making such a fuss over me?" she asked Toothless. "It's not like I won the battle, or destroyed anything important."

"Why are they making such a fuss over you?" Toothless smiled. "I'll tell you why. You see, I've been listening to their talk, and I've put together a pretty good picture of what you did back there.

"One: you took an inexperienced band of young dragons into battle, and led them out the other side, without a scratch on them.

"Two: you personally saved their lives by your actions, not once, but twice.

"Three: you took a simple defensive assignment – protect the inexperienced dragons – and turned it into a very successful search-and-destroy mission, entirely on your own initiative.

"And four: you've invented a new way for us dragons to make war on our enemies. We've always attacked all at once, in one big group. You've come up with something different – a small band of dragons acting on their own, taking out special targets separately from the main force. I guess we never tried it before because we never had any Night Furies to spare. If we ever have to attack anyone again, I think we're going to include your idea in our plans.

"And you did it all without knowing how to dive!"

"Does that make her an awesome fighting dragon?" Hiccup asked, with a hint of a smile. "You called _me_ that, when I started _my_ first raid."

"Yes, does it?" Astrid repeated. "That's what you called _me_ after _my_ first raid."

"Yes... yes, I suppose it does," Toothless nodded.

"That's the highest compliment he'll ever pay anyone," Hiccup grinned. Guana was speechless. How had the shepherd girl turned into a first-rank warrior?

Far below them, Alvin the Treacherous looked out from under a safe ledge as his entire village was reduced to ashes. He shook his fist at the sky and bellowed, "I HATE DRAGONS! ALL OF YOU!"

Then a feral Gronckle's lava-ball splashed into the ground near him, and he had to hide again.
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When the sun rose, Stoick was standing at the base of the Nest, demanding to know what had happened the previous night. Hiccup and Astrid invited him upstairs, and used their sand table to give him a quick battle report.

"They may be down," he nodded, "but they're not out. They'll be back some day. But you've taught them a good lesson, and it looks like the dragons of Berk have returned to normal. I'm glad for that much, at least."

WE'VE GOTTEN THE RAGE OUT OF OUR SYSTEMS.  
>NOW WE JUST WANT TO EAT AND SLEEP<p>

"What a rough life," the chief muttered as he stomped down the stairs. "Maybe _I_ should become a dragon."

Hiccup was correct in his summing-up of the situation. Most of the dragons got up in time for breakfast, ate their fill, then returned to their resting places and went back to sleep for half the day. The early-afternoon stillness was finally broken by the twins, who were returning from a quick flight around the town and were looking for something to do. "Uncle Toothless! Will you give us a flying lesson?"

He was just waking up, and was still a little bit tired from last night's battle, but he couldn't resist their enthusiasm any more than Guana could. "Sure! Do you know how to do a barrel roll?"

"A what?" Young-girl-night-fury asked.

"Okay, follow me!" he called with a dragony smile, and sprang into the air. The twins followed, and so did Guana after a moment. He led them out to sea and gained some altitude. "Now, watch this!" He demonstrated a broad, slow barrel roll for them. The other three watched intently.

"That's not hard!" Young-boy-night-fury exclaimed. "That's easy!"

"Okay, then let's roll together, in a spinning triangle," he called to the twins. "Try and keep the same distance between each of us." Guana gained height so she could see them better, and watched as they formed a triangle and began barrel-rolling around an invisible axis as they flew. The little ones got the idea quickly; their flight paths would have resembled the stripes on a barber's pole lying on its side, if barber's poles had been invented yet.

But, as Toothless had suggested the other day, they quickly got bored. "Thanks, Uncle Toothless," they called, and dove away. He glanced up at the bottom of his roll, expecting to see two small Night Furies about sixty feet away from him and from each other. All he saw was Guana, sixty feet above him and flying upside-down, rotating with him around that invisible axis.

They flew that way in silence for several minutes, keeping perfect formation on each other as they rolled through the sky together. Sometimes he would glance toward her and find her looking at him. At other times, he saw her focused on their path. He never saw her waver or get distracted.

Then he changed their path; he rolled out into level flight, and began weaving from side to side. She mirrored his moves, passing just above him when she swung left, and just under him when she passed to the right. Future pilots would call this a variation on the Thach Weave, but she was swinging back and forth in three dimensions, not two. _Our flight paths would be a work of art if anyone could see them,_ he thought. She passed close below him; he watched her and thought, _Now __that's__ a work of art_. He felt something unfamiliar stirring inside him.

_Oh, no. Not that, _he thought_._

_Why not? She's a strong enough flyer now. She's female; I'm male; does anything else matter?  
><em>

_She hasn't been a dragon for two weeks yet! What if she isn't interested in me that way?_

_I guess I'll do something different, and let her make that decision._

He broke out of their aerobatics and headed for the cloud deck. She followed, flying on his wing. They passed through the murk and burst out into the sunshine above. This was Night Fury territory; most other dragons had no interest in flying this high. The clouds, dull gray on their undersides, were clean and white on top; the air was cold but fresh; there was nothing else in sight for miles.

They glided side by side, wingtip to wingtip, wordlessly, just enjoying the thrill of unfettered flight. He had done this countless times, and it never got tired. But it was always better with another dragon next to him, and the one next to him now...

He glanced at her, and caught her staring at him. Her posture suggested shyness, but the look in her eyes was anything but. He held her gaze, and found himself smiling.

"You're not a little shepherd girl anymore," he said softly.

"I know," she nodded. "I'm not a helpless little flight student, either."

"No," he agreed. "You're a Night Fury."

"I'm a Night Fury," she repeated.

"Do you know what's about to happen?" he asked, a bit nervously.

She nodded.

"I have to admit... I've never done this before," he said, even more nervously.

"Me neither. As a human _or_ a dragon."

He slid a bit sideways, so that their wingtips just touched. "Are you sure you're okay with this? I mean, I don't want to force it on you."

She smiled. "I know you're not that type. Maybe it would be neat if I still had lips, so I could kiss you. But my lips were kind of a mess anyway."

They hesitated for a moment, then flung themselves toward each other, wrapped their wings around each other, and tumbled together from above the clouds until they were barely two hundred feet from the sea. They had to break out of their passionate embrace so they could pull out of their free-fall, but as soon as they were back in controlled flight, they joined formation on each other, wingtips touching, and glided silently through the darkening sky.

"That wasn't what I had in mind when I followed you and the twins into the air," she said softly.

"It must have been the formation flying," he said meekly. "I've watched other mating flights, and they looked like two dragons dancing in the sky. I guess there's something about flying together that way..."

"You can dance in the sky with me any time," she smiled.

"I think I will," he nodded. "You're an amazing dancer, for a shepherd girl."

"Night Fury," she corrected him firmly.

"Night Fury," he agreed.

**o**

When they landed in the Nest, New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins both noticed how subdued they were. The pair exchanged a long glance and a lingering brush of wingtips before Toothless bounded into the sky to return to his own nest. After a few moments, she jumped off the edge of the Nest and followed him.

"I bet I know what _they've_ been up to," Astrid said with a bit of a Night-Fury smirk.

Hiccup nodded. "I guess he's a fast mover in more ways than one."

"What are you talking about, Mom? Dad?" Young-boy-night-fury demanded.

"We'll explain it when you're a little older," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said. The twins groaned in disappointment.

The two adult dragons looked in the direction their friends had flown. Even to their keen night-adapted eyes, Night-fury and Lady-night-fury were already out of sight. "Good for them," Hiccup said quietly.

**o**

When Toothless realized that Guana was following him, he slowed down slightly and let her catch up. "Where are you going?" he asked.

"Home. With you," she answered quietly. "That's where I want to be."

"Rock ledges aren't as comfortable as the Nest," he warned her. "There aren't any friendly Vikings, and there aren't any little Night Furies."

"Sleeping on rock ledges doesn't seem to have done you any harm," she observed. "I can fly down and see the Vikings whenever I want. There are lots of other young dragons I can be friends with. And as for the little Night Furies..." She smiled at him shyly.

"Yeah. Soon," he nodded, slightly embarrassed and unbearably happy at the same time.

The nest was dark when they spiraled down into the cone; only the dim glow from the lava at the bottom shed any light. That was enough for the one dragon who was still awake to see Night-Fury and his lady-friend glide in and land on his favorite ledge. Nadder-all-blue-talks-all-the-time flapped over to greet them and see if they had any news.

"Welcome back, Night-fury! And you too, Lady-night-fury! We're always glad to see you visit! Are you spending the night with us this time?"

"She'll be staying a lot longer than one night," Night-fury answered, "but you've got her name wrong. She isn't Lady-night-fury any more.

"She is _My_-lady-night-fury."

Guana had gotten over the idea that Toothless could be cruel. But he had just done an unspeakably cruel thing to the blue Nadder. He had handed her the juiciest gossip the nest had heard in a year, but all the other dragons were asleep, so there was no one for her to tell it to!
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**The Courtship of Toothless** Chapter 15

Every year, in the dead of winter, something stirs in the hearts of dragons across the Northland. No one knows what starts it; it seems to happen at a slightly different time each year. It moves from west to east, and any dragon who has taken a mating flight that year finds its call irresistible.

This year, it was the day after the Vikings' Snoggletog holiday when the feeling began to spread. "I think it's almost time," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said to her mate.

"I'm sure you're right," he nodded. "Kids, remember – if your mother and I take off without any warning, you have to behave yourselves for two weeks until we get back."

"Are we getting a baby brother or a baby sister?" Young-girl-night-fury wanted to know.

"We'll find out when we get there," Night-fury-mother-of-twins smiled patiently.

"What are you going to call him?" Young-boy-night-fury demanded. "You can't call him Young-boy-night-fury – that's _my_ name!"

"Then I guess you'd better do something really great, or something really dumb, so we can give you your adult-names," New-night-fury grinned. "Your sister could be Night-fury-bumps-into-Gronckles –"

"Hey!" she squealed.

"...and _you_ could be Night-fury-thinks-he's-an-adult-already," his father teased him.

"Dad, that's not funny!" Young-boy-night-fury protested.

"Kids, don't worry about the names. We'll work it all out," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said. "Just remember – you need to behave! Both your grandfathers are going to be keeping an eye on you, and I don't want to hear a bad report when we get back. No dropping mud bombs on freshly-cleaned Nadders from a thousand feet up –"

"I didn't do that!" the girl objected. "I just watched!"

"But I thought Night Furies are never supposed to miss," her brother grinned.

"Son, that would have been a _good_ time to miss," their father scolded him. "She was _furious!_ It took her a _day_ to get all the mud out of her scales! I made you apologize, but I'm not sure that was enough. If you ever do anything like that again, _you're_ cleaning her up! Anyway, just try to behave."

"Please," their mother added with all her heart.

It was early next morning when the great flight of dragons arrived over Berk. "Come with us!" the leaders bellowed and trumpeted. "Come fly with us! Come lay your eggs with us! Come away with us!"

"You were right," New-night-fury said to his mate. "Let's go!"

"Bye, kids!" Night-fury-mother-of-twins called over her shoulder as they rose into the sky. "Remember, be good!" Dozens of other dragons were taking flight all around them. They joined the crowds and settled into the rhythm of a long flight. But they couldn't just flap along with the others. As their nest's Night Furies, they had to keep order. So they casually made their way around the flock of dragons, listening for conversations that were starting to heat up, watching for fights that might break out. Those things rarely happened on egg-laying flights, but nothing was impossible, and they had to be ready for anything.

"Are you going to lay twins again?" asked an aging Nightmare who was probably on her way to lay eggs for the last time.

"No," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said mischievously. "I've already done that. I'm going for triplets this time!" That set tongues a-wagging all over the flock, which was what she wanted. No one could dwell on past wrongs or present grievances if they were distracted by a really interesting rumor.

In spite of the hundreds of dragons who were taking part in the great flight, they found that they were the sole Night Furies to be seen anywhere, just like last year. This year, they expected they would soon have company. As they passed over Dragon Island, they could see streams of dragons rising to join them from the volcano's three exits. Hiccup and Astrid strained their eyes to see who was coming.

"There they are!" she exclaimed. "Rising out of the cone!" Among the blue, brown, red, and green dragons, they could make out two black ones, flying close together. The two pairs of Night Furies quickly formed up into a wing of four.

"Toothless!" Hiccup almost shouted. "You're flying with us this time, bud?"

"I kind of have to," he said, sounding embarrassed. He glanced over at Guana, who was deep in girl-talk with Astrid. "You and I have flown together in training, in fun, in battle, in anger... but this time, it's really going to be special. I've been waiting all my life for this."

When they got to Lovecraft Island, they found themselves much in demand. With the Viking Wars over, more dragons were alive this year than in years past. The island was crowded; prime egg-laying space was at a premium, and very few expectant mother dragons were willing to give up their space to another. The four Night Furies quickly persuaded all the males to get off the shoreline and rest on the heights, which freed up a lot of space for the females, but there were still a few who would have to wait their turn. It took all of a Night Fury's tact and patience to keep everyone content.

"Where'd you get that idea that your nest doesn't need you anymore?" Hiccup teased Toothless.

"I'm glad I was wrong," the older dragon nodded.

The island quickly settled down into the quiet hubbub that always preceded the chaos of hatching dragon eggs. Females from different nests, who hadn't seen each other in a year, renewed their friendships; males flew out to sea, caught some fish, and brought them back for their mates; several dozen sea birds quickly realized they were not wanted here, and flapped away in search of a resting place that wasn't full of overprotective, fire-breathing reptiles. Night-fury and New-night-fury kept an eye on the whole situation when they weren't checking up on their mates. Night-fury-mother-of-twins and Lady-night-fury were off duty, for obvious reasons. They lay on the rocks next to each other, waiting.

Fate favored Astrid first. Hiccup returned with a mouthful of mackerel for her, and found her beaming with delight as she considered a freshly-laid black egg, drying in the pale sunlight. This quickly set off a mini-stampede among the dragons who were hoping to see twins again. They wound up being disappointed; Night-fury-mother-of-twins didn't earn her name this year.

"I didn't get to come here last year – I couldn't find a mate," a young Gronckle mother-to-be said to New-night-fury as she returned to her nesting place. "But I heard all about it. I was _so_ hoping to see two Night Fury eggs this year!"

"You'll get your wish," he answered her with a wink. "Be patient."

"Oh, that's right!" she exclaimed.

A little after midnight, Guana cried out softly. Toothless had been flying patrol around the island, but his sensitive ears caught that sound in the stillness, and he swooped down to land next to her. Astrid was already at her side, encouraging her and letting her know that everything was going to be okay. He heard, rather than saw, Hiccup spring into the air to take his place on patrol. He felt like he ought to be doing something.

"Would a little light help?" he asked nervously.

"Yes, it would," Night-fury-mother-of-twins answered. He spat out a small firebolt onto the rocks, then sheepishly realized that Astrid or Guana could have done the same thing. Still, it was nice that they let him do something useful.

A few seconds later, there it was. Her egg. _Their_ egg.

He plopped down onto the rocks beside Guana, with the egg between them, and rested his head against hers. "After all those long, lonely years, when I'd _dream_ of flying to this place and seeing a sight like this..." He sniffled and blinked back tears. "I never thought it would really happen."

"Dreams come true in all kinds of different ways," Lady-night-fury said softly. They lay side-by-side in the night until morning came. He was breaking his own rule about no males sleeping in the egg-laying areas, but no one gave him a hard time. Most of them were more interested in the egg. Night Fury eggs were still a novelty to the dragons. Now they had two of them to look at, like last year, but this time there were two proud mothers instead of one.

The next three days dragged by for Toothless. Aside from bringing fish to feed his mate, he had almost nothing to do. Most of the female dragons had laid their eggs by then, and were waiting patiently for them to show signs of hatching. The males, like him, had nothing to do except go fishing. Some humans might consider that to be a slice of heaven on earth, but to the dragons, it got boring really fast. Toothless did have one activity that never got tired for him – he kept circling back to take another look at that egg.

The boredom ended abruptly near the end of the third day. A school of small sharks swam into the lagoon, and couldn't find their way out again. Their dorsal fins were easy to see as they knifed back and forth through the lagoon's still waters.

The female dragons went into panic mode. "Our little ones!" "They'll eat our eggs when we roll them into the lagoon!" "They'll eat our babies when they hatch!" "Somebody, get them out of there!"

Hiccup landed next to Toothless, who was peering into the water. "Could those sharks really be a threat?" he asked nervously.

"They might," Toothless replied. "The warm water will probably kill them in a few hours, but we've got a lot of upset females who can't wait that long. What do _you_ think?"

"I think it's a bad day to be a shark," Hiccup answered firmly, and Toothless nodded. They didn't have to discuss a battle plan. They knew each other too well.

Both of them quickly climbed a mile up, then rolled over into full-speed dives, side by side. The agitated females heard that familiar rising whistle, times two, and all conversation stopped. They watched their Night Fury males plunge out of the sky and launch full-strength firebolts into the waters of the lagoon from low altitude. Those fast-moving firebolts penetrated deep into the water before exploding.

The double blast was loud as a Thunderdrum egg hatching, and it showered everyone on the island with spray. When the mist had settled, they could see eight small sharks floating on the surface, either stunned or dead from the concussions. To the dragons, it didn't matter. Hiccup and Toothless both spun, rolled in, and grabbed two of the floating sharks with their front paws. A handful of young Gronckle males, who wanted to look heroic in front of their mates, joined them in removing the offending fish from the lagoon. Sharks were not considered good eating, so the dragons just carried them half a mile offshore and dropped them back in the sea. They returned to the island to many roars of applause.

"Well, _that_ was exciting," Hiccup said offhandedly.

"We still fight well together," Toothless commented. They landed next to their mates. "Is everybody okay here?"

"We're fine, just a little damp," Guana answered. "But now I see what you meant when you told me I had to be ready for anything. I won't neglect my fire practice again."

"You can take that thought away with you, if you want to," Toothless said softly, "but you don't need any more teaching moments. You're not my student any more. You're a Night Fury, and that says it all."

As the sun rose the next morning, eggs were beginning to hatch all over the lagoon. A mother dragon would roll her clutch into the lagoon as soon as the eggs began to rock, and less than a minute later, she would be rewarded by a series of underwater explosions, clouds of bubbles, and tiny newborn dragons bursting to the surface. Sometimes the mother would be a little too slow getting their last egg in the water, and the resulting blast would startle everyone on the island. Baby dragons hatched with the mental capacity of a human toddler and an infallible sense of who their mother was. As soon as a father dragon saw his eggs hatching, he would swoop down from the heights and join his mate at the waterline. Parents and child would meet at the water's edge and bond by rubbing noses, in a touching scene that had been going on for as long as dragons had existed, and would continue for as long as dragons continued to exist. Then the father would flap away in search of fish to feed his new family, while the mother would gather her flock and receive the congratulations of her neighbors.

Astrid and Guana lay on the rocks and waited. Hiccup and Toothless circled nervously in the air.

The sun was past its zenith when Night-fury-mother-of-twins looked up and called, "It's time, Hiccup!" Their egg was beginning to rock back and forth. For some reason, Night Fury eggshells weren't as tough as other dragon eggs; they would not survive being rolled down the rocks into the water. Nature had thoughtfully provided the Night Furies with an alternate way to move their eggs: retractable teeth. Astrid pulled her pearly whites in with a muted "snap," picked up the egg in her jaws, and carried it to the water's edge. She dropped it with a "plunk," Hiccup landed next to her, and they waited.

"Is something wrong?" Guana fretted.

"If it's a girl, she's probably being late on purpose," Hiccup commented. "Females do that a lot." Astrid swatted him with her tail. A moment later, they saw and heard the submerged blast they were waiting for. In the time it took them to let out the breath they'd been holding, a tiny black head poked above the water and drew its first breath.

"It _is_ a little girl!" Hiccup burst out. He desperately wanted to greet his daughter, but he knew she would swim to her mother first; that's just the way these things worked. The little dragon dog-paddled to the shore, making a beeline for Astrid.

"Welcome to the world, you little beauty," Astrid smiled as she rubbed noses with her newest child.

"Ma-ma!" the tiny one said.

"That's me," Astrid sighed. "I never thought I'd be the motherly type, but... here I am."

"Your own mother is a classic example of the motherly type," Hiccup thought out loud. "The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, even if the apple got turned into a Night Fury."

"Pa-pa?" the tiny dragon asked, looking all around.

"That's me," Hiccup sighed, feeling like he was turning to mush. He bent down, and the tiniest Night Fury scrambled over to meet him and rub noses with him. "You've got your mother's eyes," he told her. She was still too young to understand him – that wouldn't happen for a few days – but she trilled delightedly at him anyway.

After a moment, Toothless bounded into the air and loudly announced, "Dragons of all kinds, we've got a brand new Night Fury! Congratulations to New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins! It's a girl!" All the dragons within a hundred feet of them crawled or flew over to meet the new arrival. The sudden stampede made Guana nervous; she curled up around her egg to protect it. That was when she felt it vibrating.

"It's moving!" she exclaimed. "Oh, my gosh, it's _moving!_ It's time!" She did what she'd seen Astrid do, picking up the egg with teeth withdrawn... and stopped. The dragons who were lining up to congratulate Night-fury-mother-of-twins were completely blocking her path to the water. She tried to roar, but with an egg in her mouth, she wasn't loud enough to be heard over the commotion.

Toothless had been gliding down to join her, but when he saw her predicament, he flapped and turned his glide into a power dive. Roaring at the top of his voice, he swept through the crowd of dragons at low altitude; the other dragons saw him swooping at them and quickly scattered. In his wake, he left a clear path from his mate to the water's edge. Guana galloped toward the water, and got moving so fast that she couldn't stop in time; she skidded off the rocks and splashed into the lagoon.

Her first priority was to let go of her egg, which sank swiftly. Then she turned and paddled back to the shore, where everyone was staring at her. She climbed out, shook herself dry, ignored the curious stares of the other dragons, and turned to watch the waters where she'd dropped the egg. Toothless curled around in a tight turn and landed next to her.

"Were you re-enacting the start of our relationship, when you splashed into the cove?" he asked with a trace of a smile. "Or are you trying to upstage our little one before he can make an entrance?"

She was about to answer when a muted blast and a burst of bubbles from the water drew her attention, and everyone else's. She held her breath...

...and there he was, breaking the surface, taking his first breath, then paddling for all he was worth, straight toward her.

"It's a boy!" she exclaimed.

"A son," Toothless sighed. "I've got a son. After all these years..." He was so moved at the thought, his mate had to prod him with her wing to remind him that his son wanted to rub noses with him, too. There in front of him was a tiny version of himself, less than a foot and a half long, looking up at him with adoring green eyes and calling him "Papa." It was all he could do to keep from weeping. Night Furies aren't supposed to cry.

When he took flight to tell all the dragons the news, his voice failed; his mouth flapped open and closed, but he couldn't make a sound. Hiccup had to take a break from admiring his daughter to leap into the sky next to him. "What Night-fury is trying to say is, he and Lady-night-fury just became the proud parents of a very handsome baby boy."

As Guana sat, a bit nervously, with her newly-hatched son between her paws, what seemed like an endless line of dragons filed by to admire him and congratulate her. Toothless landed next to her and basked in the congratulations the others offered him.

"Could somebody nip me and see if I'm dreaming?" she asked him.

"You've come a long way in a short time, my little shepherd girl," Toothless smiled. "And you've brought me a long way with you."

"I am _not_ a shepherd girl!" she corrected him, stamping her foot petulantly. "I'm a Night Fury!" Their tiny son squeaked and stamped his little foot, just like his mother had done, which made both parents laugh.

A few minutes later, the two male Night Furies took off together. They both had hungry young ones to feed, and their mates could benefit from a meal after a long, emotionally draining day as well. They glided low, looking for fish. A small flock of male dragons followed them at a distance, hoping the Night Furies would stun an entire school and leave most of the fish behind, easy pickings for the fathers of several hungry new families.

"How are you doing, bud?" Hiccup asked.

"Hiccup, my friend, when you shot me down and then cut me loose, if I'd had any idea where all this would lead... I think I would have licked you instead of roaring at you."

"That would have been kind of gross," Hiccup winced, "but I appreciate the thought. We've been completely bonded together ever since then, in amazing ways, in _staggering_ ways."

"You said it," Toothless replied. "You made me a new tail and learned to fly with me..."

Hiccup: "And you used your Power to give me and Astrid a new life..."

Toothless: "Then you used yours to heal my tail and give me the gift of flight again..."

Hiccup: "Then you taught me how to fight, and get along with dragons, and become loved and admired and accepted..."

Toothless: "Then your mate used _her_ Power to make _me_ a mate..."

Hiccup: "And the two of you paid us back by saving our children..."

Toothless: "And now I'm a father! _I have a son!_ Could you and I possibly be knit closer together?"

Hiccup looked thoughtful. "Well, in a few years, our children will be mature and looking for their own mates. In human terms, my friend, I think you and I are destined to be in-laws."

They flew together in silence for a few seconds. Then they both saw signs of fish just below the surface. They pulled up into a tight loop, swooped down, and fired at the same time, throwing up twin columns of spray. Stunned fish began floating to the surface by the dozen. They were cod, and it was a big school. The two Night Furies each chomped and swallowed a few fish to feed to their children, then grabbed some more in their paws to bring back to their mates. Behind them, the other males pounced on the remaining fish.

They flew back to the island, where Astrid, Guana, and two newborn Night Furies were waiting for them. They glided wingtip-to-wingtip, glancing at one another every few seconds. They said nothing. Nothing needed to be said.

Some friendships will always be far beyond the feeble ability of mere words to describe.

_THE END_
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**The Berserker War** Chapter 01

_A/N Welcome to the next installment in the "Lightning and Death Itself" timeline. This story will be a little bit different from the others. A lot of readers seem to like my dragon battle scenes, so this story will be battle scenes and not much else. There may be a little character development, because our characters are so rich that it's hard not to develop them; and there may be a few WAFFs here and there, because I can't seem to avoid them when I write; but for the most part, this story will be about dragons doing what dragons do best – DEALING OUT FLAMING DEATH!_

_This story will get my usual T rating for possible future violence, just to be safe, even though I could probably get away with K+. As usual, the language will be all K-rated._

**o**

New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins were enjoying the pale sunlight as it streamed down onto the second floor of the Nest. As humans, they'd never seen any value in sunning themselves, but as dragons, stretching out in the sun was a relaxing way to spend an idle morning. Their twin children were on the island somewhere; they were now yearlings and were well-able to take care of themselves. Their tiny daughter, Night-fury-smallest-girl, was dozing nearby on the stone pad that was meant for Toothless when he visited Berk. She'd staked out the very center of the pad, which meant she left no room for her parents; they had to share their own pad instead of spreading out. Of course, they had no objection to being close to each other.

Hiccup heard approaching human footsteps and lazily opened one eye. It was his father, Stoick, headed for the Nest, and walking rather awkwardly. The Night Fury rose and shook his head to help himself wake up. He was standing next to his sand table when his father finished climbing the stairs to join him.

ARE YOU OKAY, DAD?  
>YOU LOOK UNCOMFORTABLE<p>

"It's this ceremonial belt!" the human chief burst out, slapping the golden buckle. "It isn't big enough for my ceremonial waist! I actually needed Gobber's help to put it on this year – and you will _never_ reveal that to anyone else, is that understood?"

IT'S LIKE I SAID A LONG TIME AGO. THIS  
>VILLAGE COULD USE A LITTLE LESS FEEDING<p>

"Actually, it's your fault, Hiccup! Now that the dragons aren't raiding Berk to steal our food any more, we all have plenty to eat, and..." He slapped the buckle again.

DOES THE BELT MEAN IT'S TIME TO RENEW  
>THE TREATY WITH THE BERSERKERS AGAIN?<p>

"Yes, it's time for Oswald the Agreeable and me to go through the motions, sign the paper, and go our separate ways for another year. But I need something from you, Hiccup. I need you to hide all the dragons."

HIDE THEM? WHERE? WHY?

" 'Where' is up to you. 'Why' is... well, the Berserkers don't know about you and us, and it might be best if it stayed that way. They've been peaceful for years, but dragons scare people sometimes. I know it's an inconvenience, but it's just for today."

ASTRID AND I WILL RELOCATE ALL THE DRAGONS.  
>IF YOU NEED US FOR SOME REASON, WHISTLE<p>

"Thank you, Hiccup. That's one less thing for me to worry about." The chief stomped back down the stairs.

Hiccup turned to see Astrid gazing at him through half-closed eyes. "I take it that's the end of our nice, lazy day?"

He nodded. "This is the part where we earn our fish. We'll have to round up every dragon and get them into the forest, on the ground, and keep them there until the Berserkers are gone. We've got a bumper crop of newly-hatched baby dragons who aren't very good at taking orders, we've got their mothers who get indignant at the idea that their precious little ones might need a good talking-to..." He shook his head again. "The sooner we get started, the sooner it'll all be over with." They leaped off the edge of the Nest, took flight, and began telling every dragon they saw that Berk village was off-limits until further notice.

The first of the Berserker warships drifted into the harbor about halfway between sunrise and lunch time. It docked, and a burly herald went into a lengthy introduction of its principal passenger. But, to Stoick and Gobber's amazement, that passenger wasn't Oswald the Agreeable, but his bloodthirsty, half-lunatic son, Dagur the Deranged. He glared around him.

"So where are you hiding him, Stoick?"

"Hiding who?" the chief asked.

"That charming little son of yours," Dagur demanded. "He was _so_ entertaining the last time I was here!"

Stoick thought fast. The fact that his "charming little son" had been turned into a Night Fury was the _last_ thing he wanted to admit to a stranger, especially this one. "Hiccup will not be joining us for the signing ceremony," he bluffed.

"He's on a mission to another island," Gobber added.

"What a pity," Dagur said mournfully. "I was _so_ looking forward to seeing if his dodging reflex was still good." He plucked a dagger from somewhere and flung it into one of the pilings. "Now, let's cut to the chase, shall we? I have it on good authority that you're amassing an army of dragons here. And if I find that it's true, my armada will attack with the force of fifty thousand brave Berserker warriors!"

"Stand down, Dagur!" Stoick exclaimed. "As you can plainly see, there are no dragons here. Shall we go sign the treaty?"

"We'll get there, my big, impatient friend," Dagur smirked. "First, I believe I'm entitled to a tour of Berk. A nice long tour!" He began singing about "a three-hour tour, a three-hour tour" to an oddly menacing melody. Gobber shrugged, and they set off to show their barely-sane guest all the sights.

He looked around at everything suspiciously, as though Stoick might have hidden a Zippleback inside every house. The night-vision torches were especially interesting to him.

"Your torches don't have any wood in them! You're unprepared if the dragons come! Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy!" He sniffed the air. "Why do I smell fish?"

"We must be downwind from th' harbor," Gobber suggested. Dagur licked a finger, held it up, scowled, and continued the tour.

"Thanks for thinking to get rid of all the dragons' fish," Stoick whispered to the old smith.

"It's hard, hidin' all the evidence o' dragons in th' town, but I did th' best I could," Gobber whispered back.

They were leaving the armory when Dagur noticed the Nest. "What an odd building!" he exclaimed. "It ought to have another floor in the middle. What would people use a building like that for?"

"It's still under construction," Stoick tried to explain.

"It's going to be a fish warehouse," Gobber added.

"Really?" said Dagur; his tone betrayed the fact that he didn't believe it. "I'd like a closer look." He climbed the steps, two at a time, and looked around. "Two big flat rocks... a sand table... what's this about?" Stoick felt his blood run cold. If the young Berserker chief read Hiccup's last message, about relocating all the dragons... he ran up the stairs as fast as he could, not sure what he would do when he got to the top.

The sand table was bare. Hiccup had cleared it before he left.

"Huh." Dagur seemed disappointed. "There's nothing up here. This is such a strange..." His voice trailed off as he looked down. Slowly, a vicious smile crept across his face.

"Aha! I _knew_ it! Oh, I knew it, I knew it, I _knew_ it!" He hugged himself in delight and danced in little circles, which ended when he suddenly stopped in front of Stoick, waving an accusing finger in the bigger chief's face. "All right, Stoick the Liar! You said there weren't any dragons here! Then how do you explain _those?_" He pointed downward with his other hand.

The ground under the Nest was covered with the footprints of every kind of dragon.

"Pray to your favorite god, Stoick! And do it fast! All I have to do is whistle, and my warriors will swarm off my ships and turn this island into a smoking wasteland!"

Stoick slapped Dagur's hand aside. "All _I_ have to do is whistle, and _my_ army of dragons will sink your ships and chase your warriors into the sea!"

"Ha! I'd like to see that!" Dagur scoffed. "I must outnumber your dragons by ten to one or more, and every Viking knows you need only five to one to kill dragons!"

"Tell me, Dagur, how many bolas did yer men bring with ye on this trip?" Gobber needled him. "How many nets? How many 'eavy weapons? _None?!_ Could it be that ye dinna come _prepared_ to fight dragons? Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy!"

"Neither of us can defeat the other," Stoick concluded. "So shall we sign the treaty and call it even?"

"There will be _no_ treaty with dragon-lovers!" Dagur roared. "Not now, not ever! Maybe we aren't ready to wipe you and your cold-blooded friends off the face of the earth today, but I'll soon fix that! The Berserkers are marching back to greatness, and Berk will be our first stop along the way!" He turned, left the Nest, and stalked back to his ship without another word.

As the Berserker ships left, Stoick put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. Within moments, dragons were rising into view from all over Berk's cliffs and forests. The Night Furies were the first to return to town.

HOW DID IT GO?

"Not well," Stoick said mournfully. "Dagur is their new chief, and he saw all the dragon footprints on the ground below us. I'm afraid it's going to be war."

WE GOT YOU INTO THIS MESS.  
>WE'LL HELP FIGHT FOR BERK<p>

"Hiccup, fly up until you can see their fleet, and count their ships. Fighting for Berk is going to mean a quick trip to Valhalla, nothing more. I know your dragons can fight hard, but there aren't enough of you to defeat an army that big!"

THEN WE'LL HAVE TO FIGHT SMART,  
>NOT HARD.<br>WE'LL START BY PATROLLING SO THEY  
>CAN'T TAKE US BY SURPRISE<p>

Stoick rested a hammy hand on his son's nose. "Hiccup, there are just too _many_ of them! No offense, but I know how dragons can fight. You're powerful, but not clever. This is a war we can't win."

YOU KNOW WHAT A DIFFERENCE  
>GOOD LEADERSHIP CAN MAKE.<br>YOU HAVEN'T SEEN DRAGONS FIGHT  
>WITH ME AND ASTRID IN CHARGE<p>

Stoick looked thoughtful and nodded. "I'm hopin' ye're right," Gobber said. "If Dagur gets 'is way, Berk will become another Dragon Island, bare an' desolate, only fit fer dragons."

Hiccup-the-dragon hesitated before he wrote again.

IF DAGUR GETS HIS WAY, THERE WON'T  
>BE ANY DRAGONS HERE, OR ANYWHERE ELSE.<p>

THIS IS ABOUT SURVIVAL OR EXTINCTION
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The leaders of both of Berk's cultures met in the Nest that night for a council of war. Torches in wall sconces lit up the scene so Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber could see; the Night Furies wrote runes in their sand table so the humans could understand them.

MY FIRST QUESTION IS, SHOULD WE  
>HIT THEM BEFORE THEY HIT US?<p>

That was the Astrid-dragon, cutting to the heart of the matter as usual.

"I'm against that," Stoick answered. "There's a small chance that Dagur was just blustering, and he doesn't really mean to attack. If we strike first, we guarantee war."

"A _small_ chance?" Spitelout scoffed. "That would be the smallest chance I've ever heard of! We all saw and heard that nutjob; he means what he says. I'm with the dragons on this one."

"_That's_ a first," Gobber muttered.

"All right, Spitelout," Stoick nodded. "How do you suggest we strike first? The Berserkers are a week away from us by sea, or three weeks by land."

"But they're only a few hours away by air!" the town's second-in-command exclaimed. "I say we let the dragons strike first!"

THAT'S VERY KIND OF YOU

That was the Hiccup-dragon, of course. If his missing hind leg didn't give him away, his sarcastic outlook would. He went on –

IF THE DRAGONS ARE GOING TO BE BERK'S  
>MAIN FIGHTING FORCE, THEN WE WILL RUN<br>THIS WAR OUR WAY. WE'LL ADVISE YOU, BUT  
>YOU CAN'T GIVE US ORDERS<p>

"Are you defying your own chief?" Spitelout demanded.

I AM THE CHIEF OF THE DRAGONS HERE

"Stoick, remind him who's in charge here!"

Stoick tried to think fast. "The boy... I mean the dragon... I mean Hiccup has a point. We Vikings don't know anything about fighting from the air. Us giving them orders would be like... like you or me telling a woman how to give birth!"

"You're talking about two separate fighting forces with two chiefs, trying to fight on the same side!" Spitelout protested. "Divided command is a recipe for disaster. Someone needs to be in overall command."

Astrid-the-dragon nudged Hiccup aside to write in the sand.

SPITELOUT IS RIGHT ON THAT POINT. WE NEED  
>ONE OVERALL COMMANDER, AND THAT SHOULD<br>BE STOICK. WE'LL FOLLOW YOUR GUIDANCE,  
>BUT WHEN WE FIGHT, YOU HAVE TO LET US<br>DO IT OUR WAY.

"Since when did the chief's subjects tell the chief when they'd obey and when they wouldn't?" Spitelout demanded.

"This is the best arrangement we're going to get," Stoick said firmly, ending that part of the discussion. "Hiccup, what are your plans for the near future?"

WE'LL PUT NADDERS IN THE SKY ALL NIGHT,  
>PATROLLING THE SEA AND LAND FOR<br>APPROACHING BERSERKERS. ONCE WE KNOW  
>THEY'RE COMING, WE CAN PLAN OUR ATTACKS<p>

"That sounds good," the chief nodded. "Gobber, how are we set for weapons?"

"We 'ave plenty fer a short war," the smith decided. "I'll 'ave trouble keepin' up with demand once th' swords start gettin' bent an' we run low on spears. If I still 'ad my apprentice, I'd feel better, but my apprentice canna swing a hammer any more." He glanced at the Hiccup-dragon.

"Pick a new apprentice tomorrow," the chief ordered. "Teach him the simple skills, like tending the forge fire and sharpening blades; forget the fancy stuff."

"Will there be time fer any o' that?" Gobber asked.

"It will take Dagur a week to get home," the chief began. "Even if he had all his dragon-fighting weapons on the docks, ready to load, it would take him a day to load up, and another week to sail back here. That gives us two weeks at the very least. If he comes by land, we've got a month or more."

The Astrid-dragon wrote quickly:

SHIPS WOULD BE BETTER FOR US.  
>A SHIP IS A MUCH BIGGER TARGET FOR A<br>DRAGON, AND SINKING THE SHIP TAKES  
>OUT MUCH OF THE CREW AT ONCE.<p>

"We won't have the luxury of choosing how our enemies will attack us," Spitelout said, a bit scornfully. "Dagur is calling the shots in this war. All we can do is find him as he approaches, and do our best to whittle down his forces, so some of us might survive the final attack."

Hiccup snorted; Astrid quickly stepped aside so he could write.

YOU SOUND HALF-DEFEATED ALREADY.  
>SOME OF US ARE NOT GIVING UP THAT EASILY<p>

"Hiccup, or whatever you call yourself these days, you've got to be realistic!" the big Viking exclaimed. "Didn't you hear the part about his fifty thousand men?"

HE SAID HIS ARMADA HAS THE STRENGTH  
>OF 50,000 MEN. THAT DOESN'T MEAN HE HAS<br>50,000 ACTUAL MEN; HE'S INCLUDING THE  
>STRENGTH OF HIS SHIPS. 5000 IS MORE LIKELY.<br>DON'T LET HIS BRAGGING FOOL YOU

"Five thousand is still twenty times more than Berk can muster, even if all the women take up arms!" Spitelout burst out. "Hiccup, are you just seeing what you want to see?"

I'M SEEING SEVERAL DOZEN DRAGONS, EACH  
>OF WHOM HAS THE STRENGTH OF 10 OR MORE<br>MEN. I'M SEEING MY FRIENDS ON DRAGON  
>ISLAND, WHO WILL PROBABLY HELP US WHEN<br>THEY UNDERSTAND THE STAKES

He swept the sand-table smooth with his tail and continued.

WHETHER THE ODDS ARE AGAINST US OR NOT,  
>WE HAVE TO FIGHT. THE QUESTION IS, WILL WE<br>FIGHT LIKE WE EXPECT TO WIN, OR LIKE WE  
>EXPECT TO LOSE? I INTEND TO WIN<p>

Stoick considered the runes in the sand, and their message. He glanced at Spitelout, then back at his son, the dragon. He let himself smile.

"At least we've still got a few real Vikings to defend this island, even if they _do_ walk on four legs! Vikings is what we are, and we're not going to quit just because things look tough. We've got strengths and advantages that Dagur knows nothing about. Like a Nest full of clever, battle-tested Night Furies.

"If we're going to win this war, it will be with claws and dragon fire, not swords and shields. Hiccup, if you can find a way to strike at the Berserker armada on its way home, without letting them know it was us that did it, I'll turn you loose. It's time we started fighting to win!"

Both dragons quickly wrote, THANK YOU, and turned and flapped off into the night.

"Stoick, are you sure you know what you're doing?" Spitelout said nervously. "You're trusting the entire tribe and all our lives to a handful of dragons."

"Are ye forgettin', that handful o' dragons has saved the tribe once already?" Gobber challenged him. "We all watched 'em bring down the Red Death, an' I'm thinkin' they can bring down Dagur as well."

"That was just one dragon, Gobber! There are _thousands_ of –"

"Spitelout, that's enough," Stoick said firmly. "If you don't think we can fight the Berserkers, then surrender to them tomorrow, and see how far that gets you. You're talking defeat, my son is talking victory, and I choose to listen to his kind of talk." The human side of the meeting petered out after that.

Meanwhile, the two dragons were seeking out another ally. It took them a minute to get Fishlegs to understand they wanted to talk to him in the Nest, but once he got the idea, he moved pretty quickly for a boy his size.

YOU'RE PROBABLY HEARD THAT WE'RE AT WAR  
>WITH THE BERSERKERS. DRAGONS ARE GOING<br>TO DO MOST OF THE FIGHTING. TELL US ABOUT  
>THE HUMAN DRAGON-RIDERS. HOW MANY?<p>

Fishlegs looked away as he counted in his head. "I think we've got twenty-three people who have made friends with dragons and can ride them."

HOW MANY CAN BE EFFECTIVE IN BATTLE? That was Astrid writing.

He counted on his fingers. "Uhh... four?"

Hiccup smacked his head with his paw. Astrid returned to the sand table.

WHY SO FEW?

"Most of the dragon-riders just want a big, cool-looking friend. They weren't planning on going to war again. The only ones who have practiced with fire and flying tactics are Snotlout, the twins, and me."

Hiccup reached around Astrid to write:

A GOOD RIDER CAN DOUBLE THE EFFECTIVENESS  
>OF A GOOD DRAGON. WE'RE GOING TO BE LEANING<br>HARD ON YOU AND YOUR FRIENDS IN THE WEEKS  
>TO COME<p>

"If there's anything I can do, Hiccup, you know I'll do it!"

START BY TRAINING SOME MORE RIDERS IN  
>WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT DRAGON-FIGHTING.<br>WE'LL TELL YOU MORE ONCE WE KNOW MORE

"You've got it! Ooh, this is going to be so awesome!"

Astrid had to respond to that:

FISHLEGS, WAR ISN'T AWESOME, IT'S AWFUL.  
>PEOPLE AND DRAGONS GET HURT.<br>SOME OF THEM DIE.

"Yeah, well... okay, maybe 'awesome' was the wrong word. But our dragons were made to fly and breathe fire, and they're finally going to do what they're best at! I admit that's kind of exciting, even if it _is_ a little scary."

WE'LL TALK MORE, LATER ON. GET SOME  
>SLEEP WHILE YOU CAN. WHEN THE FIGHTING<br>STARTS, WE'LL BE FIGHTING AT NIGHT

The husky young man nodded and returned home, leaving the Hiccup-dragon and the Astrid-dragon alone in their Nest.

"We're still badly outnumbered," Astrid said. "Are you sure the Dragon Island nest will join us?"

"I give it fifty-fifty odds," Hiccup replied. "Toothless has tried to keep his nest peaceful, but they're dragons and it's hard for them to give up a good fight. I know he and Guana will join us, no matter what the others do."

"That will help, but not much," Astrid answered. "We need numbers more than anything else. Where can we get more dragons to help us fight?"

"Maybe you can think about that," Hiccup decided. "I'm already thinking about how to hit the Berserker fleet, how to involve the Vikings, how to get help for wounded dragons, and half a dozen other things. I'm going to need your help in many ways."

"Can we help?" Their twins fluttered to a landing on the edge of the Nest. They were a year old now, a little over half the size of a mature Night Fury, and considered able to deal with dragon life on their own, without constant parental involvement.

"Hmmm. Why don't you fly over to your Uncle Toothless' nest, and tell him and Aunt Guana what's going on? We need some speedy messengers."

"We can do that," Young-girl-night-fury agreed, "but if we're all going to war, you'll need us to be more than just messengers."

"It's out of the question," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said firmly. "You're only yearlings! You aren't ready for battle."

"They _are_ yearlings," New-night-fury nodded, "and they _are_ ready for battle. Astrid, if we try to spare them, and wind up losing this war, they're as good as dead anyway. We've trained them to fly and shoot straight; they probably know more about fighting than we did when we went on our first raid. You're right about us needing numbers, and we've got two Night Furies here in front of us that we weren't even taking into account. Besides, I don't hear you trying to keep _me_ out of battle. Aren't you worried about me, too?"

"Hiccup, I'm used to you doing crazy things, in battle and out of it," she sighed. "There's nothing I can do about it; you're going to be you, no matter what I do or say. But these are my _children!_"

"Yup," he nodded. "They're my children, too. And they're half me, and half you. If we try to keep them safe, do you seriously think they won't find their own way into the fight?"

She nodded slowly. "You're right about that. When I was human, I know I would have made my own warrior's path if the adults tried to keep me home. And if our young ones make their own way, we won't be able to keep an eye on them." She turned to the twins. "Fly out to Dragon Island and deliver the news to Toothless and Guana. We'll need you back here in the morning so we can start planning. Congratulations – you just got promoted to 'fighting dragons'."

"Awesome fighting dragons?" Young-boy-night-fury asked eagerly.

"The 'awesome' part has to be earned," their father said solemnly. "Your mother and I will be more impressed if you follow orders than if you take crazy chances. Step out of line, and we'll demote you to babysitters for your little sister."

"We'll be good! We'll be good!" Young-boy-night-fury exclaimed. His sister seemed to be weighing the pros and cons of the idea.

"Go on, kids! Get going!" Hiccup urged them. They sprang into the air and disappeared into the darkening sky.

"I'd be lying if I said I wasn't nervous about this," Astrid said quietly.

"You and me both," Hiccup nodded. "But this war has been forced on us. It's all or nothing." Then he suddenly smiled. "The good news is, I just figured out how we can give Dagur a little going-away present without signing Berk's name on it."

**o**

_A/N I'm sure a lot of you readers are thinking, "Hey, he promised us action! He promised us dragon fire! All they're doing is talking!" Sorry; I had to set up the story first. But the story is now set up. The dragon mayhem begins with the next chapter._
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The nest on Dragon Island was quiet when the Night Fury twins arrived. The dragons had all just returned from a nighttime fishing expedition. Their technique was simple: the Nadders and Nightmares would flame just above the surface of the sea, and when the fish rose to the light, the Gronckles would fire lava-bolts into the water to stun them. Then all the dragons would gorge themselves on floating fish, and come home fat and happy.

Toothless and Guana liked it when the dragons were happy; it meant no fights or arguments for them to break up. They were lounging on their favorite ledge, with their little son nearby, when the twins found them, greeted them, and delivered their news.

"That's bad," Night-fury nodded.

"That's much worse than bad," Lady-night-fury corrected him. "The Berserkers are the biggest tribe in the Northland! If they want war..." She paused. "Is it the humans or the dragons they're after?"

"Both," Young-girl-night-fury answered. "Their new chief, Dagur, has off-center thinking. He hates dragons, and he hates humans who would be friends with dragons." That got Toothless' full attention. The phrase "off-center thinking" meant "insanity" in dragon language, and it was something that almost never happened. If a dragon's thinking went off-center, he would usually be driven away into the wilderness by the other dragons. He certainly wouldn't be allowed a place of leadership! Sometimes, human behavior just defied explanation.

"Our parents were hoping you and your nest would join us," Young-girl-night-fury added.

"The two of us are with you, of course," Night-fury answered immediately, "but the rest of the nest... maybe not. Most dragons aren't willing to fight for somebody else's problem. In any case, they're all sleepy and their bellies are full; this isn't the time to try and stir them up for war. We'll make an impassioned speech in the morning and see what happens."

"That's all we can ask," Young-boy-night-fury replied. "We have to get home so we can find out what our Nest is planning."

"They're sending you two to war, too?" Guana was surprised at that.

"This is an all-or-nothing fight," Young-girl-night-fury said quietly. "If we stay out of it and save our lives, but lose our parents and our Nest, what good is that?"

"Fly fast and shoot straight, fighting dragons," Night-fury said solemnly. The twins took wing and spiraled up the volcano's cone until they were out of sight.

It was still dark when they got home. New-night-fury nodded when he got their report.

"That's pretty much what I thought would happen," he said to Night-fury-mother-of-twins. "Toothless will make a fine speech, and two or three young dragons will respond, but the rest will say, 'Why should we die for a human village?' We'll go to war with the dragons we've got."

"You have to admit, that isn't much," Night-fury-mother-of-twins said.

"We can take some steps to fix that," her mate replied, and grinned at each of his family members in turn. "Stoick wants us to hit their ships, but he doesn't want it to look like Berk did it. I'm thinking that our enemies are still at sea, so maybe it's time we had a talk with the sea dragons."

**o**

The Berserkers' trip home had been completely uneventful, except for the unfortunate warriors on Dagur's flagship. Those tortured souls had to endure his endless ranting against Berk, and Stoick, and dragons, as well as his increasingly impractical and gory plans for all of the above. He was in the middle of describing an extremely unlikely scheme involving Deadly Nadders, spears, and a huge pit full of mud when his guards stirred. They'd heard a series of quiet splashing sounds nearby. There wasn't much to be afraid of, out here at sea, but they were alert nonetheless.

They never saw what hit them, but they certainly heard it. An entire flock of Thunderdrums had risen out of the sea and unleashed their roars on the starboard side of the formation. Sails split; masts cracked and fell over the side; shields were torn from their mountings and tossed into the sea; and many men were knocked off their feet. Some of them landed on sharp, pointy objects, which wasn't good for their health. A few were blown right overboard, where they had to remove all their armor and let it sink before the weight of it dragged them down. Before any of the Berserkers could recover his wits and fight back, the Thunderdrums had dived back into the dark waters and disappeared.

They surfaced a mile away, where Berk's four Night Furies were orbiting. The Thunderdrum leader raised his head toward New-night-fury. "You're sure the other Vikings won't hunt us down and kill us for doing this?" he asked.

"If they knew what you were doing, they'd thank you with fish," New-night-fury grinned. "It sounded like your first strike went well. Did any of you get hurt?"

"I don't think they even saw us," the leader grinned back. "Can we have some fun next time?"

"Have all the fun you want," Night-fury-mother-of-twins replied, "as long as it's fun for you and not for them. Remember, make one more good strike, and then step aside until their formation falls apart."

"You've got it!" the leader answered. "Thunderdrums, huddle up! I'll tell you what we're going to do next!" The Night Furies broke their circular formation and began to climb.

All the Berserkers were on their guard now. Everyone was looking out to sea for any sign of the elusive Thunderdrums... except for the ones who had to row because their ships had lost masts or sails. No one was looking inward. When the sea dragons rose in the middle of the ships' formation, they achieved surprise again.

The damage was greater this time, because some of the ships were already strained from the first attack. Boards flexed and cracked; water spurted in through the newly-opened holes. Some of the warriors had to drop their weapons and bail out the water with buckets. That left even fewer to fight back. Casualties mounted.

One young Thunderdrum got too bold, and tried to tail-whip a big Berserker who had thrown a spear at him and missed. Several of the man's friends grabbed the tail, hauled the dragon on board, and made short work of him. Three of the dragon's friends avenged him by roaring the length of the ship, which almost fell apart from the sonic stress.

Then, as suddenly as it started, the attack was over. Few of the Berserkers could hear properly at this point, but they desperately tried to hear where their assailants would surface next. At the sound of the slightest splash, every able-bodied warrior would rush to the gunwales with spears at the ready. The first two times they did this, it was in response to waves splashing against the sides of their ship.

The third time, they presented a massed target to a Scauldron, which had a full shot of superheated steam ready. It couldn't miss, and it didn't. Suddenly, that ship didn't have enough rowers to keep up with the rest of the ships. It began to fall behind, which forced the ships behind it to veer to either side to avoid ramming it.

Scauldrons are solitary creatures, unlike the sociable Thunderdrums. They live alone, and they attack alone. Hiccup and his family had managed to make contact with only two of them. Those two kept submerging and reappearing in random places, which made it impossible for the Berserkers to know how many of the huge sea dragons they were fighting. Wherever they struck, they decimated the crews and left the ships wallowing at reduced speed. More and more ships were breaking their formation to avoid collisions. This made it harder for them to protect each other. It was around this time that the ship that had been triple-blasted by the Thunderdrums finally sank. Men shed their armor, dropped their weapons, and swam for their lives toward the nearest ship.

The Scauldron attacks stopped, but that was no mercy to the beleaguered Berserkers. The sudden absence of big sea dragons only meant that the battlefield was clear for the creature the sailors feared most of all.

One by one, the survivors of the sinking just vanished below the surface, pulled down by an unseen threat. In the darkness, it wasn't clear what was happening, until a man who was climbing the gunwales to safety was suddenly yanked away and down. The men who were trying to help him saw what had gotten him, and raised the alarm.

"SHARKWORMS!"

Night-fury-mother-of-twins had ventured far to the south of Berk, where the waters are warmer, and persuaded a big school of the fearsome predators that, if they could endure cold water for a night, it would be worth their while. Now they struck without mercy. Some focused on the men in the water; others climbed aboard the ships in twos and threes, siezing terrified sailors and dragging them overboard. The Berserkers fought back as best they could; they dropped their throwing weapons and stabbed with spears and knives at close range. Everyone's eyes were on the gunwales of their own ships.

Of course, that was when the Thunderdrums struck again. Over half of the great fleet was incapacitated by now, and losses were mounting. Another ship sank. Most of the men from that ship survived, only because there weren't enough Sharkworms to get them all. When a Scauldron raised its head to spray the lead ship and leave it crewless, the others veered to starboard or port to avoid it, and the confused formation virtually split into two smaller fleets.

Thanks to the Thunderdrums, the Berserker warriors were all deafened to some degree. Their ears would recover eventually, but for now, they had to rely on sight in the darkness. None of them could hear four rising whistles plunging down at them from above.

The Night Furies each made one firing pass; the goal was not to inflict damage, but to give the twins a fairly safe introduction to battle. They aimed at ships that hadn't suffered much damage yet. Their fireballs blew out the bottoms of the ships they hit, and those four ships sank quickly. The men panicked as they leaped into the water; some of them drowned each other. One ship's crew was almost wiped out when a rare Seashocker unleashed a full-strength electrical blast in their midst. Still more fell prey to the Sharkworms, or to the conventional sharks that were quickly gathering on the outskirts of the battle. The majority, including Dagur, made it to other ships, where they shivered and called down divine curses on every dragon that had ever lived.

The horror finally ended when dawn approached. Most of the Berserkers had never been so happy to see the sun rise; many had thought they would never see it again. Their ships were scattered all over the sea, and virtually all of them were relying on the strength of their oarsmen to keep moving. It took hours for Dagur's officers to gather a damage report and bring it to him. They had to write it, because none of them could hear. They drew straws; the loser took the report to Dagur.

"We lost eight ships. Most of the others will need masts repaired or replaced. Losses in men... too many to count. We think we killed two Thunderdrums and five Sharkworms."

Dagur stared incredulously at the parchment and wrote two words. "_**That's **__**all?**_"

His officer feared his chief's temper, and tried to put a positive spin on his report. "There were probably more, but the men who killed those dragons are no longer around to tell us about it."

Dagur the Deranged crumpled up the report and threw it over the side. As an afterthought, he pushed the officer overboard as well. That man swam to a nearby ship that had lost its mast and was leaking like a sieve. He figured he'd be safer there.
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When the Night Furies returned to Berk, they found Toothless and Guana waiting for them.

"How did it go?" Toothless asked.

"Pretty well, for a first strike," Astrid replied. "The sea dragons' losses were small. The Berserkers are far from beaten, but their navy won't be launching any attacks for a couple of weeks, and I think we taught them a lesson about what a war with dragons is really like. The sea dragons will harass the Berserkers for the next couple of nights, just to make sure they don't get any sleep."

"How about you?" Guana asked the twins. "What did you think of your first battle?"

"Awesome!" Young-girl-night-fury burst out.

Young-boy-night-fury didn't answer immediately; he looked thoughtful. "It was awesome to pick a target, and dive on it, and see what my fires can do," he said at last. "But then I saw all those men swimming for their lives... and most of them were there because they were _forced_ to be there, not because they _wanted_ to be there. That part wasn't so much fun. Still, this is war, and I'll do what I have to do."

"Spoken like a true Night Fury," Toothless said approvingly. "What happens next?"

"We'll put up a patrolling wall of Nadders every night," Hiccup began. "As soon as the Berserkers march, or sail, we'll know about it before the sun comes up. Our attack plan will depend on their numbers, their location, and whether they come by land or by sea. Can we count on any reinforcements from your nest?"

"I've got three Gronckles, two juveniles and an adult, who will join us whenever we ask them to," Toothless said, almost apologetically. "The rest will defend their own nest, but not yours."

"That's pretty much what we expected," Astrid nodded. "I hate to say it, but the only thing that will change their minds is if one of us Night Furies gets hurt."

They all nodded silently. They knew she was right. They also knew that, when they fought against the might of the Berserkers, there was a very good chance that one of them _would_ get hurt, or worse.

**o**

About a week and a half later, two of the patrolling Nadders returned from their station early and landed on the Nest. "They're coming!" they burst out.

The Night Furies woke quickly. "How are they approaching us?" Night-fury-mother-of-twins asked.

"They're marching up the coastline," the larger Nadder answered. "They've got wagons, and carts, and all kinds of things on wheels. They were camping south of Peregrine Point when we saw them."

New-night-fury was fully awake by now. "They must have started marching during the day. Thank you for the early report. Rest your wings; we won't fly until tomorrow night."

"Why not hit them now?" Young-girl-night-fury asked.

"I don't want to fight without your uncle and aunt, and it will take two hours to get there and bring them back with us," their father replied. "Then it's a three-hour flight from here to Peregrine Point, and by that time, the sun will be rising and we won't be able to strike in the darkness. We'll gather our strength, make our plans, and hit them tomorrow night, at a time and a place that suits us."

"Should we call in the rest of the patrollers?" Young-boy-night-fury wondered.

"No, we need to be on the lookout for diversionary attacks," Night-fury-mother-of-twins answered. "We'll keep them all on station, just in case."

"Why worry about the land forces at all?" Young-girl-night-fury asked. "We're on an island. They can't march across the water, can they?"

"No, but they can build rafts and float across," her mother replied. "Or they could build some quick-and-dirty ships under the trees where we can't see them, launch them in daylight when we don't dare attack, and be here in less than an hour. We can't afford to let them get any kind of foothold near us."

"I'll go warn my dad," New-night-fury decided.

His wife restrained him with a wing. "Let the man rest. There's nothing he can do tonight anyway, and those humans need their sleep. We'll tell him in the morning."

**o**

A winged armada made its way southward in the darkness, flying about a quarter-mile above the sea. It was composed entirely of Gronckles, except for one Nadder on each side of the formation, and six Night Furies out in front. A few of the Gronckles carried human riders. Fishlegs was in charge of those humans, but the dragons answered to the Night Furies, whose commands the humans could not understand. They knew that a complex command structure like that could cause problems in battle, but the riders didn't want their dragons going into battle without them, and the dragons were equally reluctant to leave their riders behind.

"We're about an hour out from our target," New-night-fury called to the other dragons. "I'll refresh your minds about the plan." He wasn't worried that the Gronckles would forget the plan; he was worried that they'd fall asleep in mid-air unless he kept their minds stimulated every few minutes. "We'll make landfall at Peregrine Point, then turn north and hit their army from behind. They may not even have a rear guard, and if they do, it's sure to be weaker than the front of their formation. That will keep our losses down.

"Our targets are anything on wheels. Those wagons and carts carry all the Berserkers' food and water, their tents and sleeping rolls, their extra shields and weapons, and everything else a human army needs to stay in the field. If we can take those out, Dagur will have no choice but to turn around and go home. It will take him weeks to replace the wagons, tents, and weapons, not to mention the ponies and teamsters who are probably going to suffer when we open fire.

"Everybody is going to take one shot, then turn around and fly back the way you came. This is going to be a long war, and we don't want to take any useless losses in our first battle. We Night Furies will take multiple shots if there are enough targets, and the dragons with riders will obey their riders if the humans see any additional targets worth shooting. The Nadders are mostly here to help everybody remember which direction we came from, but if you two can see something you can burn without risking yourselves, go right ahead and flame it.

"Any questions?"

"Yes," said Gronckle-lugs-much-meat, better known to the humans as Meatlug. "Why are we just stinging them instead of trying to really hurt them?"

"Even if we flew with every dragon we had, and even if they all had human riders, we couldn't do more than just sting them – there are too many of them! The idea is to keep knocking them back, keeping them off-balance, and making it so difficult for them to wage war that they eventually give up."

"The other reason is that, if we try to fight them head-on, we'll take losses as well," Night-fury added, "and there aren't enough of us as it is. We can't afford to lose any of you, and we don't _want_ to lose any of you! You remember the saying from the Wars – 'He who flames and then takes flight, lives to flame another night.' That's going to be our rule for this war, too. We'll play it safe and wear them down until they quit."

"What if their off-center chief doesn't know when to quit?" another dragon asked.

"He probably won't," Night-fury-mother-of-twins answered. "But at some point, his people will be so sick of taking losses and seeing their lives disrupted that they'll get rid of him, and replace him with someone more agreeable. That's our end-game at this time."

"I can live with that," Meatlug replied. They flew on in silence, broken every few minutes by one of the Night Furies telling a joke or a story to keep the Gronckles awake. It was an incongruous way to start a war.

They passed Peregrine Point and curled toward the land. After a few minutes, the Night Furies' keen eyes spotted the first of hundreds of campfires ahead. "Okay, dragons, this is it! Remember the plan," Night-fury reminded them. "You're going to fly in a big circle while we gain height. When you hear us diving, that's your signal to go in. Remember – hit the things with wheels, strike once, and unless your rider says otherwise, go back the way we came! Let's go!" The two Nadders led the Gronckles in a wide turn to the right as the six Night Furies flapped hard and climbed quickly.

Far below them, they could see the Berserker camp spread out across the land. Outposts of guards formed an outer circle. The majority of the tents were set up in a thick middle ring, with some wheeled catapults and other heavy weapons scattered among them. In the center were the leaders' tents and the supply wagons. All was quiet and still. The men below had no idea that lightning and death itself were about to be unleashed on them.

"We aren't going to destroy many tents or sleeping rolls – they're all being used," Young-boy-night-fury observed.

"True," his father admitted. "I didn't think that part through very well, did I? But all their food and spare weapons are still on the wagons, along with something else I didn't think of before: food for their ponies. We can still deal them a serious setback."

"Then let's do it!" Night-fury-mother-of-twins exclaimed. "Everybody go through your checklists and set up for your dives!" After a moment, Night-fury rolled over and furled his wings for a long, fast plunge earthward. The others peeled off into their own dives, one after the other.

By prior agreement, they aimed their first shots at the heavy weapons. They unleashed their fires just as the guards heard the Night Furies' diving whistles and began to realize they were under attack. Six dazzling explosions lit up the night, ruining the men's night vision just when they needed it the most. The six catapults and ballistas that they blew into smoldering splinters were only a small fraction of the enemy's strength, but they left a gap in the human defenses that was more than big enough for the Gronckles to pour through.

The stocky dragons turned the center of the camp into an inferno. Gronckles are not the best sharpshooters in the dragon realm – they tend to shoot at colorful or shiny objects, as Fishlegs and his friends had discovered in their very first lesson in Dragon Training – but the carts and wagons were such big targets that they couldn't miss. Flaming debris from the wagons flew everywhere, setting fire to tents and causing utter panic in the ponies who were tethered nearby. Many of them injured themselves in their desperate attempts to get away from the fires.

The five Gronckles with riders didn't turn and leave the battlefield when they had taken their one shot each. Their riders had conferred, and agreed that a second shot against a heavy weapon would be worth taking. Those weapons were all facing outward, so they posed no risk to a dragon who was already on the inside of the camp. Five more wooden-framed weapons went up in flames. It would have been easy for them to take more shots, but the men below were beginning to throw spears and bolas into the air, and it was just a matter of time before they got lucky. The last of the Gronckles hummed away to the south.

Their escape was aided by the Night Furies, who had zoom-climbed back to strike altitude, and rolled in for a second attack. This time, they went after the few large wagons that the Gronckles hadn't taken out. Their fireworks were as impressive as a Night Fury's shooting should be... except for Young-boy-night-fury.

His chosen target was a wagon with some kind of metal tank on it. He assumed it was full of drinking water, or perhaps ale, either of which would make it a worthwhile target. He was the last of the six to dive, and saw his family and friends pulling out as he aimed and fired.

The resulting fireball lit up the entire night! The wagon, and everything and everyone within fifty feet of it, simply ceased to exist. All tents within two hundred feet of it were flattened, and dozens of men were knocked off their feet. The concussion threw Young-boy-night-fury through the air; the sound of the blast nearly deafened him. He regained his wits a few seconds later and found himself climbing toward the other Night Furies, more out of instinct than anything else.

"Are you all right?" Lady-night-fury asked. He nodded weakly.

"What did you _do?_" Night-fury-mother-of-twins exclaimed.

"I've never seen anything like it," New-night-fury said. "Except for when the Mother hit the ground and blew up. But she was a lot bigger than that metal tank. I wonder what was in it?"

"I don't know what it was, either," Night-fury agreed, "but I know one thing: that son of yours just earned an adult-name of some kind."

"Yes, I think you're right," Night-fury-mother-of-twins nodded. "How does Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang sound to you?"

Their son couldn't help smiling. "I like it," he decided.

The dragons flew home silently, well-pleased with a good night's work. Behind them, they left a Berserker army that was beginning to realize that their dreams of conquest would be somewhat delayed. They had lost nearly all their food and much of their weaponry, including most of their ballistas' ammunition. They would have to either carry their tents and sleeping gear with them, or abandon them. Over a dozen of their ponies were no longer fit to pull loads. They couldn't even put out the fires that burned all over their campground, because the only water they had was their drinking water, and they had precious little of that. The nearest source of supply was a small Berserker village, about a day and a half away to the south, and that little village couldn't possibly hold enough provisions to re-equip a Viking warband the size of a modern brigade.

Dagur weighed his options, and declared that his army would advance in a rearward direction. "I am really starting to dislike those dragons," he said tightly. "Really, _really _dislike them! Ask me how much I dislike them! Somebody, ask me!"

None of his subordinates dared to ask.
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The next day, the Night Furies sat down together by the water in the cove. It was a quiet, pleasant place to hold a council of war.

"Gronckle-lugs-much-meat asked a good question last night," Guana began. "All we're doing is stinging them. We aren't getting any closer to actually defeating them; our only plan is to hope they get tired of fighting and give up."

"Wouldn't any sensible person give up when they realize they can't win?" Hiccup replied.

"We aren't fighting sensible people!" Guana shot back. "These are Vikings! They have stubbornness issues, and their chief is the worst of the lot. Even if all our attacks are as successful as the last one, we're accomplishing nothing except to stretch this war out longer. It could go on for generations!"

"I have to agree with her," Astrid nodded. "We need a plan to _win,_ not just to avoid losing. These precision strikes of yours are good, but they'll never make Dagur quit."

"Okay. I'm open to ideas," Hiccup said. No one had any suggestions.

"All right. Until we think of something better, we'll continue trying to hurt them while keeping our own losses down."

"You mean, more precision strikes?" Toothless asked.

"You have to admit, those precision strikes are pretty cool," Young-girl-night-fury added.

"They're what Night Furies do best," Hiccup replied.

"Unfortunately, they aren't what's best for the rest of the dragons," Toothless said. "The next time we hit their campground, they'll have all kinds of guards surrounding their wagons, and _then_ what will we do?"

"For one thing, I think they'll come by sea next time," Hiccup began. "Their fleet took a beating, but it's in better shape than their land transport by now, and Dagur is too impatient to wait for more wagons. Our next battle will be a sea battle, and we'll use every dragon we've got when that happens.

"But I had another idea, and I'd like your thoughts on it. Stinging them in the field, and wrecking some of their weapons, doesn't seem like the best use of what we Night Furies can do. I'd like to think of ways to use our abilities even more effectively."

"What did you have in mind, Dad?" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang wondered.

"Suppose you found yourself over a Berserker town, and you had only one shot left," Hiccup mused. "How would you use that shot to hurt the Berserkers the most? What kinds of targets can we shoot, that will do the most good for the least effort?"

"I know what you're thinking – their forge," Astrid half-grinned. "If we could take out their ability to make weapons, that would really hurt them."

"Except they have eight or nine towns, with at least one forge in each one," Guana replied.

"True, but I see where Hiccup is going with this," Toothless answered. "Instead of hitting their war machines, we could hit their ability to make those machines. What else can we shoot, that would really slow them down?"

"Dockyard cranes," Astrid said.

"Their wood shops," Guana suggested.

"Food storage," Toothless offered.

"The Mead Halls." That came from Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang. The others looked at him curiously. "Well, we know how Vikings like to drink and tell stories at the end of the day," he explained. "If they've got no place to go and be happy, then they'll stay miserable, right?"

"The young dragon has a point," Toothless replied. "It would take more than one of our shots to take out a big Mead Hall, but it's something worth thinking about. Exactly what _are_ you thinking about, Hiccup? Do you think we should raid one of their towns?"

"No, I don't think we should raid one of their towns," he answered readily. "Like you said, as soon as we invent a tactic, they'll come up with a defense, so we can use each new tactic only once. I think we should raid _six_ of their towns, all at the same time."

"Divide our forces six ways?" Guana wasn't sure she understood.

"Six strike forces, with a Night Fury in each force to lead the way," Hiccup finished. "We'll take your idea of a small, independent force, and push it to the limit."

Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang quickly saw the implications. "I'd have to lead my own attack force? Dad, are you sure I'm ready for that?"

Young-girl-night-fury was also thinking fast. "But, Dad, that means each force would have only six or seven dragons in it! Isn't that too small a force to take on a whole village?"

"_That_ young dragon has a point, too," Toothless replied. "If my nest joined the war, it could work, but if all we have is Berk's dragons, we'd just be begging the Berserkers to shoot us all down at once."

Hiccup's face fell. "I guess I didn't think of that. We'll put that thought on the back burner. For now, let's talk about how we should attack Dagur's fleet if it comes out again."

**o**

Dagur's fleet did, indeed, come out again, less than two weeks later. Many of the ships sported patches on their sails, and two ships sailed with stubby, foreshortened masts because the Berserker shipwrights couldn't find enough full-sized replacement masts on short notice. But they sailed. Their decks were crowded with warriors who were armed to the teeth with nets, spears, and other things to throw at dragons. Some of them had ballistas or catapults on their decks, which reduced the size of the crew they could carry, but made them even more deadly to flying reptiles.

Dagur was taking no chances this time. He was deranged, but not stupid.

The Berserkers rested and tried to sleep during the day. They knew that, if the dragons attacked again, it would be at night. They spent three anxious nights at sea, staring into the darkness for signs of trouble. Each of them wanted to be the first to see a dragon, but none of them actually wanted to see any dragons at all. They never knew that, all night long, their every move was being observed by high-flying, dark-colored Nadders who watched and reported what they saw. The Night Furies received those reports, made their plans, and waited for the right moment to strike.

"They're about halfway between their home ports and Berk," Night-fury-mother-of-twins decided. They were using their sand table to draw maps of the coastline, showing the enemy fleet's progress.

"What are we waiting for?" her daughter demanded.

"We're waiting for the perfect weather," New-night-fury answered. "Perfect for _us,_ that is. Tonight, a storm is going to start blowing up; our Nadders have seen it coming across the North Sea. That means all the ships will have their sails up tonight, so they can catch the wind; that also means we can burn them more easily. Tomorrow, after we've damaged all those ships, they'll be caught in the middle of a North Sea storm, which will probably sink a few ships that might have made it home otherwise. The weather will be our ally."

"You are so clever!" Lady-night-fury couldn't help exclaiming.

"I got the idea from my wife," he said modestly. "She was going on about how Dagur was full of hot air, and I started thinking about how we might use cold air against him."

"So we're going to hit them tonight?" Young-girl-night-fury asked eagerly.

"Yes," New-night-fury said. "Notify all the dragons – we'll strike tonight."

**o**

"There's a storm coming," the captain of Dagur's flagship said in the darkness, trying to sound casual. "In my opinion, we should beach the entire fleet for the night, and see what the morning brings."

Dagur glared at him contemptuously for a few seconds, then snarled, "When I want to hear your opinion, I'll tell you what it should be!" The wind was fresh and strong; they were making good time. His triumph over Berk was just a few days away – if they panicked and stopped sailing every time the clouds got thick and the wind rose, they'd never get there! _He'd_ give the order to beach his ships when he could see something worth worrying about.

His men could feel their ships beginning to pitch and roll as the waves grew bigger, but that wasn't their biggest worry. They kept one hand on a gunwale or a line to steady themselves, and the other hand on a spear, axe, or other weapon suitable for throwing. They stared out to sea, hoping to see the dragons before it was too late.

Every few minutes, someone would think he saw something, and everyone would tense up and stare where he was pointing. It always turned out to be nothing. It had been that way for days now. A few were weary of the endless false alarms. Those weren't the men who had to swim for their lives the last time their fleet had been near Berk.

It was about eleven o'clock at night when they heard the unmistakeable sound of a diving Night Fury. Then another, and another.

Their targets were the ships with the ballistas, which were the greatest threat to the other dragons. There were twelve such ships, and only six Night Furies; if Dagur had been able to see the big picture, he could have guessed where the dark dragons would strike next. But the first strike took everyone's mind off of anything but survival. Six bright firebolts lanced out of the darkness, and ripped the bottoms out of six big war vessels. The ships behind them had to maneuver desperately to avoid colliding with the sinking wrecks, which forced the ships beside them to get out of the way as well. The neat, three-column formation quickly turned into a confused clot of ships, some rescuing survivors from the water, others trying to avoid becoming the next casualty. The confusion was so great, some of the Berserkers didn't even notice the Night Furies' second strike, which sent the last of the ballistas to the bottom.

When they pulled out of their dives the second time, all six of them headed for the front of the fleet. Their intent was to draw everyone's attention away from the sides of the formation, just as Toothless had done when he led the rescue of Hiccup and Astrid's children. Now those children were full partners in the attack, and they played their role well. If the blasts of their fires weren't quite as big as the full-grown dragons', they were still more than adequate for taking out wooden warships.

When their second attack went in, that was the other dragons' signal to charge. They came in at wave-top height from the landward side, to make them as hard to see in the darkness as possible. They flew in a long line abreast, with Ruffnut and Tuffnut on Barf and Belch in the middle, Snotlout on Hookfang on the left end, and Fishlegs on Meatlug on the right end. The teens' role was to help keep the attack line straight; any dragon that lagged behind would be a ready target once the Berserkers knew where they were.

It was a good plan, but it didn't take dragon rage into account. None of the faster dragons was willing to hold himself back to the speed of the slower ones for long. They wanted to hurt their enemies, _now!_ The Nadders and Nightmares surged ahead, while the Gronckles and Zipplebacks slowly fell behind. Because the various kinds of dragons were evenly mixed throughout the line, they had inadvertently formed two lines, a fast one in front and a slow one in back, by the time they reached firing range.

That firing was still devastating to the "unstoppable" Berserker armada. Multiple ships burst into flames from Nightmare fire, or were carved up by Nadder fire. Then the slower dragons added their fiery blasts, and every ship on the right side of the formation was soon in distress. All the dragons pulled up and flew across the formation, counting on the confusion and the men's ruined night vision to protect them. If they'd stayed together, it would have worked. But the first wave showed the Berserkers where the dragons were going, and when the second wave flew over them, they were ready.

Spears, axes, bolas, and weighted nets flew skyward. They weren't aimed; they were just thrown up into the path where the dragons had to fly, and some of them were sure to connect with targets. Some of the dragons shrugged off the hits; others screamed and flapped off awkwardly; a Gronckle and a Zippleback splashed into the dark ocean; and another stricken Gronckle crashed into a ship on the left side of the formation, and ship and dragon sank together.

On the seaward side of the fleet, the Night Furies counted noses and took stock of their charges. "Everyone who's having trouble flying, go home!" they ordered. About three-quarters of their force remained.

"Listen up!" Toothless bellowed. "All you high-stepping fast movers, you broke the plan, and do you see where it got us? Look at all the empty spaces in our line! Look at all of our friends who are missing!" He waited a few seconds for his words to sink in. "Okay, we're going to do this again, just like we planned, and we're going to _stick_ to the plan this time, _aren't_ we?!" The dragons nodded, chastened. "Okay! This time, we strike in honor of the ones we've lost! Let's go!" The Night Furies led the other dragons into position and got their attack line organized.

The Vikings all expected the next attack to come from the left side. That's where the dragons had gone, and it made sense that they'd aim for some intact ships, rather than hit the side of the fleet that was already damaged. But Hiccup was doing his best to be unpredictable. He led the dragons around the fleet in the darkness and swooped down on the right side again; the flames from the burning ships kept the Berserkers from seeing them coming. They overflew the burning wrecks and hit the ships in the middle of the formation.

This time, everyone fired at once, and the results were brutal. Multiple shots hit their targets simultaneously, sending men tumbling and leaping into the sea to put out their burning clothing. Then the dragons broke right and left instead of overflying the fleet. Viking weapons flew into the sky a second time, in a curtain of death that hit absolutely nothing.

The dragons didn't come back that night. But they left Dagur's fleet in hopeless disorder, with over half of its ships burning or sinking, hundreds of men in the water, and no guarantee that another attack might not happen at any moment. The fleet captain called to the nearby ships, "Put your helms to starboard! We've got to beach the fleet before the storm hits." Dagur was too busy screaming and flinging knives at imaginary dragons to notice.
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The Night Furies' first concern was their wounded friends. They had made arrangements in advance with the Vikings, and Gothi had gotten her rest that day so she could stay up all night. She had extra herbs and infusions ready, and she'd chosen some of the town's women to help her if needed. But the sudden arrival of nine big dragons, wounded and in pain, taxed her resources to the limit. It didn't help that she'd never provided medical care to dragons before.

Some of them had holes in their wings, which just needed careful stitching. Others had deep spear wounds that needed special care. They all needed huge quantities of drinking water to help offset the loss of blood. The Night Furies took a minute to talk to each of them, reassuring them that they were in good hands and everything would be okay. Then they motioned with their heads to Gothi, signifying that they wanted to talk to her privately. Gobber followed them.

It was a strange conversation. The dragons would write runes in the dirt with their claws; Gothi would read them, and write her reply in the dirt with her staff; and Gobber would translate out loud so the dragons could understand her, sometimes with questionable results. The upshot of it all was that eight of the nine wounded dragons would live to fly and fight another day. The ninth one... there were limits to what even the wisest healer could do. Her only course of action was to reduce its pain by knocking it out with dragon-nip grass until it succumbed to its injuries.

"This stinks," Hiccup said dejectedly.

"This is war," Toothless replied. "You had an excellent plan, and it worked better than I expected. But when two groups of beings are doing their best to kill each other, some of them are going to succeed. I hope you aren't blaming yourself."

"No, I'm blaming Dagur! And his advisors! And every boar-headed, stubborn Viking who thinks war is the answer for everything!" Hiccup burst out.

"Maybe we could just take out Dagur," Guana wondered.

"He'd be hard to find, unless we got down on the ground with his army and went through them, man by man, until we found him," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang thought out loud.

"Besides, if a dragon got him, there's a good chance they'd replace him with someone who's just as vengeful against dragons, but not as crazy," Hiccup continued. "We could end up worse off than we are now."

"But speaking of Dagur's advisors, there's another aspect of this that worries me," Astrid said, anxious to change the subject. "When dragons attack at night, Vikings usually fight back by trying to see them, and then throwing their weapons at them. They tried something different tonight, and that's what hurt us. They just threw everything into our flight path, instead of aiming at us. I've never seen that before, and it was effective." She took a deep breath. "It was scary. That tactic could work just as well against us as any other kind of dragon."

"You're saying somebody in the Berserker camp is actually _thinking?_" Young-girl-night-fury wondered.

"It sure looks that way," Toothless answered. "We'll need to think of a counter-tactic."

"But they _all_ did it!" Hiccup exclaimed. "It wasn't just one clever person; it was part of the whole fleet's battle plan. Whoever this thinker was, he actually convinced Dagur and the entire Berserker tribe to try something non-traditional."

"That must be a remarkable individual," Guana mused.

"That's an individual who scares me," Astrid replied quietly. "Knowing that we had Hiccup on our side was one of the few things that made me feel like we could win this thing. Now it looks like the other side has a Hiccup of their own, and their leaders are listening to him, and that's really bad."

"He's not a Hiccup," Toothless said firmly. "There's only one of those, and we've got him. We're talking about an anti-Hiccup."

"Maybe we should call him the Burp," Guana suggested. The twins were still young enough to find that extremely funny.

**o**

The Berserker fleet, or what was left of it, had made it to shore safely before the worst of the storm hit. They lost one ship to a sharp rock just below the surface; all the others had been pulled up on a rocky, snow-covered beach and tied down, so a storm tide couldn't wash them away. The Berserkers themselves were huddled under trees nearby, trying to dry off, stay warm, and light fires so they could cook their food. These were all hard tasks to perform in high winds and drifting snow.

"I can't wait until this storm ends, so we can go home where it's safe," one of them grumbled.

"You mean, where it's less dangerous_,_" his friend muttered.

"I almost wish we had a dragon here, so it could light this campfire for us," a third mumbled.

Dagur was instantly in their midst. "Who said that?" he demanded. "I _order_ you to tell me who said that!"

Five men pointed at their neighbors and said, "He did."

Dagur grunted in disgust. "In the good old days, I would have killed all five of you!" He stalked away and was quickly lost to sight in the blowing snow.

The other Vikings waited until he was gone. Then one quietly said, "In the good old days, we wouldn't..." He paused and cupped a hand to his ear. "Did I just hear something?"

"It's hard to tell, between the noise of the wind and the crashing of the waves," his friend said.

"No, it sounded like... oh, no."

Then the others heard it too. "Night Fury!" "Get down!" They had barely thrown themselves headlong into the snow when the first firebolts crashed into their ships. Flames leaped high; all six of the hit ships were ruined and the flames had spread to a seventh by the time the Berserkers found the courage to get out of the snowdrifts and try to fight the fires. They looked frantically into the night sky in search of a target, but of course, they saw nothing. Nobody ever saw a Night Fury, even on a clear night. They never stole food, never showed themselves, and never missed – everybody knew that!

But why, all of a sudden, were there so _many_ of them? And why were they all picking on the Berserkers? The idea that the Night Furies had allied themselves with Berk was so ridiculous, no one entertained it for a moment.

The first firing pass had come in from the sea. Where would they come from when they returned? More importantly, where would they go when they pulled out of their dives? The Berserkers had to have a few seconds' warning to put their Cloud of Death, as Dagur called their aerial barrage, in the right place to kill some dragons. If they could actually bring down a Night Fury...

They heard the dragons diving again, and prepared to hurl their weapons. This time, it was to no avail; the Night Furies came in along the line of beached ships, and pulled out to seaward where no weapon could reach them. Four powerful firebolts blasted four more ships into burning scrapwood. The fifth dragon did something different. It slowed slightly, and spat out six smaller fireballs in quick succession, setting four adjacent ships ablaze. When the Berserkers tried to put out the fires with buckets of sea water, a sixth dragon scattered them and sent them into hiding with a powerful blast of its own. All eight ships were soon consumed in flames. The Berserkers waited warily for another attack, but the Night Furies didn't return.

One veteran warrior turned to another. "Okay, we've got over two thousand men here, and only five good ships left. What do we do now?"

"I guess most of us start walking," the other Viking replied dejectedly.

A few hundred feet offshore, unseen by the Berserkers, a huge toothy head broke the surface for a moment, looked toward the shore, and submerged again.

"Have they left the land yet?" his friend asked him.

"No," the first Thunderdrum said. "The Night Furies said they'll probably wait until the storm is over."

"That's okay," a third one answered. "We can wait, too. When they're ready to come out and play, we'll be here." The rest of the underwater flock nodded in grim anticipation.

**o**

Back in the Nest, the black dragons began to relax from a successful raid.

"That's just about the end of the Berserker navy," Astrid commented happily. "From now on, we don't have to worry about them coming by sea."

"We ought to keep up the ocean patrols anyway," Hiccup replied. "Dagur could buy ships from other tribes, or conscript all his fishing boats into the invasion fleet, or who knows what else. We don't dare assume that he'll accept any kind of defeat."

"I agree," Guana nodded, then turned to Young-girl-night-fury. "But _I_ want to know what _you_ did back there! I counted six separate shots from one firing pass!"

Young-girl-night-fury allowed herself the luxury of a satisfied smirk. "Oh, that's a little trick Uncle Toothless taught me yesterday morning when we had some spare time."

"But I only taught you about firing _four_ times in a row!" Toothless protested. "I've never even tried five, never mind six! Besides, if you shoot more than three, I don't think the firebolts will have enough blast power to accomplish anything."

"But I wasn't going for blast power – I just wanted to start fires," she retorted. "Six small fires seemed better than three or four medium-sized ones, even if I couldn't spread them enough to hit six separate targets."

"You should have told us in advance that you were trying something fancy!" Astrid argued. "When you slowed down in the middle of your firing pass, my heart stopped – I thought you'd been hit!"

"She told _me_ about it in advance," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang answered. "She knew she'd have to fly slow to make it work, and she asked me to cover her."

"Well, I'm glad you were thinking _that_ much, at least," Hiccup said. "Next time, please let us know when you're going to do something different! We're trying to surprise our enemies, not each other."

"Okay," said Young-girl-night-fury, only slightly chastened. "But you have to admit, it was a pretty good shot."

"It was a _very_ good shot," Toothless nodded, "and, if you ask me, we all should start calling you Night-fury-six-shooter from now on."

"I think we can all agree on that," Hiccup nodded, to his daughter's great pleasure, "and I think we also agree that Dagur's next attack will come from the land. Let's discuss how we'll meet that threat without losing any more dragons." They were soon deep in the planning process. Stoick wandered by, listened to the six of them grunting and growling to each other, and left again. He couldn't understand a thing they were saying, but Berk's future seemed to be in good hands. Well, paws.

**o**

_A/N If anyone questions whether a Night Fury can fire four (or more) shots in a row, watch "How to Start a Dragon Academy," around 3:56 on the timer. We see Toothless fire the first three of four shots; then we see four bursts near the other teens._
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It took the Berserkers over a week to make their way home. They were cold, hungry, and miserable. It didn't help that they'd watched from the shore, helpless to intervene, as a flock of Thunderdrums blasted the last of their ships out of existence as soon as they'd raised their sails. Some of them had died on the journey home; many others were no longer battle-worthy, mostly due to frostbite. The only things that kept them going were the hopes of a warm fire and a cold ale at the end of the journey, and Dagur's vicious outbursts at anyone who faltered along the way.

By the time he'd whipped them into something that looked like an army again, his overworked craftsmen had built enough carts and wagons to make something that looked like a supply train. He marched that army and supply train northward for the second time, this time with plenty of armed guards surrounding the carts and wagons. The shining dream of easy victory over Berk had faded for most of his men by this time. But Dagur was their lawful chief, he had given his orders, and no one dared speak of rebellion. Not yet.

Their march to the attack was hardly more pleasant than their recent stumbling retreat. They'd had to abandon their heavy-duty leather tents when they lost their first batch of wagons, so most of them had to make do with fabric tents that did little to stop the cutting northern wind. Of course, they didn't get much sleep in those tents anyway. They only set up the tents when they stopped marching for the night, and the night was when the dragons came.

It was another night, just like the nights before it. The guards were out in the open, alertly scanning the skies and the horizon for a sign of their hated enemies. The Berserkers who weren't on duty were just as wide awake, shivering in their tents and praying to their favorite deity that the dragons would leave them alone for one more night. There were no stars overhead to comfort them; the overcast blocked everything from view. The only good news was that they were on land and not at sea. If the dragons attacked them tonight, they weren't stuck in large, slow targets with no escape route except the ice-cold ocean.

At last, the sun's dim light began to show on the eastern horizon. To all military men, that meant it was time to get moving if they weren't moving already. It also meant the dragon threat was over; they never struck if there was enough light to see them by. Men folded tents and sleeping rolls, piled their burdens on the wagons, lined up at the chow wagons for some breakfast, and –

"DRAGONS!" "Dragons to the north!" Everyone dropped whatever they were doing, grabbed their weapons, and ran toward the sound of the lookouts' panic-stricken calls. Sure enough, they could dimly see a small flock of big Hideous Zipplebacks and Monstrous Nightmares gliding toward them, then partially turning away. It looked as though two of the big dragons had human riders! Maybe their chief was right – maybe the Berks really _had _forged an unholy alliance with the lizards! The heavy-weapons crews loaded their catapults and ballistas, laboriously cranked them down, and tried to aim them at their huge, distant flying targets.

They were completely out of position when the Gronckles and Nadders swept in from the south.

The Gronckles focused on the few men who were still in the way, sending them flying through the air with blasts of molten rock that burst at the Berserkers' feet. The Nadders focused on the wagons, which were now fully-loaded with ponies harnessed. Those ponies panicked as the dragons approached, and became uncontrollable when their wagons caught fire. They ran wildly through the camp, trampling men, spreading fire as the burning cargoes of their wagons fell off, spreading panic as Vikings threw themselves out of the way. The Berserkers who had run to the north side of the camp turned to face this new threat; the heavy-weapons crews tried to wheel their big weapons around to defend their own camp.

Anyone who knew Hiccup's way of thinking could have guessed what happened next.

"Night Fury!" "Get down!" There was enough light to barely see the silhouettes of six black dragons screaming almost straight down, out of the arcs of fire of the catapults and ballistas. Six of those weapons were suddenly blasted out of existence; then the black dragons swept away to the south. All the Berserkers' eyes were on them now. That was unfortunate for the Berserkers. They'd mentally written off the Zipplebacks and the Nightmares as nothing but a diversion. But Zipplebacks and Nightmares aren't diversions – they're dragons. They swept in and finished off the heavy weapons, now that those weapons were all pointed in the wrong direction. Meanwhile, the Nadders and Gronckles continued blasting anything that moved, or looked like it might move.

Then one of them roared, and all the dragons broke off their attacks and flew straight up. The Berserkers lobbed their Cloud of Death into the sky, but they couldn't throw anything high enough to catch the escaping fire-lizards. They waited for the follow-up attack, but the follow-up attack didn't come. They were left standing in the smoking ruins of their camp, watching the last of their ponies running into the wilderness with the last of their wagons and supplies, wondering what they should do next.

Dagur was shaking, speechless with rage as he looked around him. All his subordinates edged away from him, not wanting to be too close when the explosion came. He stared into the morning sky, trying to find some sign of a persistent enemy that refused to stand and fight. At last, he found his voice.

"Yah! Run away, you cowardly dragons! You know you can't win if you face me! You fly away because you're _afraid_ of me! So run! Run before I catch you and slice your heads off and feed them to the sharks! You can't run forever! I'll catch you one of these days, and when I do –"

He was cut off by a rising whistle. He looked around in a panic to see what the Night Fury's target might be, decided that _he_ was the target, and hid inside his tent, as though that might help.

In fact, the target was on the other side of the camp. It was a wagon with a metal tank mounted on it, very much like the one that had given Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang his name. Toothless had spotted it and decided it would be fun to make a heck of a bang himself. The sun hadn't fully risen yet, and the Berserker camp was still in shock. His target was motionless and unguarded. He smiled and unleashed his last shot of the day.

Something went terribly wrong.

The first tank had been made of thin metal, which had vaporized when its contents exploded. This tank was made with much thicker metal on top, and when the tank exploded, that thick metal was flung skyward in razor-sharp chunks. One of those chunks sliced through Toothless' left wing as he pulled out.

High above him, the other Night Furies saw the explosion, saw Toothless stagger in the air, heard him scream over the receding roar of the explosion. Without hesitation, Hiccup shouted, "Cover me!" and wheeled over into a quick dive. The other four followed a moment later, looking for targets that might threaten Hiccup or Toothless.

Hiccup pulled out of his dive and flew next to his friend. The wound was a bad one, extending halfway through the outer-panel wingsail skin. If he tried to flap too hard, it would tear even further. The pain was obvious on Toothless' face.

"We're going to get you out of here, bud! Stay with me!" Hiccup shouted.

"I can't fly home like this!" Toothless shouted back. "Get out of here! Save yourself before somebody down there finds a crossbow!"

"Toothless, this whole thing started when you and I flew tail-to-tail," Hiccup called. "Now, we're going to fly wing-to-wing!"

"How is that going to work?" Toothless asked.

"I haven't the slightest idea," Hiccup called back. He slid sideways in the air and pressed his right wing tightly underneath Toothless' injured left wing. Instantly, the pressure of the air on the wound was relieved; some of the pain subsided.

"That's better. Thank you," Toothless exclaimed. "But we're way too low to glide all the way home, and there's no way we can flap together."

"We can flap our outer wings together, and glide on the inner wings, and gain some height that way," Hiccup answered.

"Hiccup, that's insane! That's the craziest thing I've ever heard of!"

"Actually, it doesn't even make my Top Ten for crazy ideas," Hiccup shot back, "but Astrid can tell you about those later. Now let's try this! One... two... three... flap!" Hiccup's left wing and Toothless' right wing came down, almost perfectly together; they lurched to one side. "Again! One... two... three... flap! One... two... three... flap!" They quickly worked out a rhythm together. Slowly, agonizingly, they began to gain height.

"I can't believe this is working!" Toothless exclaimed.

"Me neither," Hiccup gasped. "But my left wing is helping hold both of us up, and I'm getting tired."

"Then let's trade places," came a voice from behind him. "I can fly with him for a while." Astrid and the others had overtaken them and watched what they were trying to do.

"And what happens when _your_ wing gets tired?" Hiccup had to know.

"Then _I'll_ fly with him for a while," Guana interjected. "He carried me through the sky once; it's only fair if I return the favor."

"Kids, don't even think it," Hiccup exclaimed. "You aren't quite big enough for this job."

"Fine," Night-fury-six-shooter said. She and her brother whispered to each other, and they both shot ahead, moving far faster than the burdened Night Furies could follow.

For miles they crawled through the sky together, the three healthy ones trading places every five minutes or so as they shared the burden of their injured friend. It was nearly time for Hiccup to take another turn when he saw specks ahead. The specks grew wings, then legs and bodies. Their children had brought the entire flock of dragons back to them.

"Why aren't you at home, resting after a busy morning?" Astrid half-scolded them.

"Your children told us that Night-fury was hurt, and that's all we needed to know," a Nadder answered.

"That looks like hard work," a Nightmare observed. "Can I carry him for a while?"

"Yes!" all four adult Night Furies exclaimed at once. Guana helped Toothless glide down until the Nightmare took up his weight, then sideslipped away. Toothless gratefully folded his wings and rested them.

"Thank you," he sighed. "Thank you so much."

"After all the things you've done for us, this is nothing," the Nightmare answered. All the other dragons rearranged their formation into a protective sphere surrounding that Nightmare and his unlikely rider. They returned to Berk that way and landed.

Stoick and Gobber ran up to them. "You were gone so long, we were afraid the Berserkers had gotten all of you!" the chief exclaimed. He almost hugged his son's thick neck in relief.

"Do ye have any wounded this time?" Gobber asked, with Gothi at his side. Astrid made a low rumble and gestured with her head at Toothless, who was gingerly climbing down off the Nightmare, trying to move his wing as little as possible. Gothi looked at the torn wing and shook her head. Then she wrote quickly on the ground with her staff. Gobber read what she'd drawn and hurried away.

"Can a dragon recover from a wound like that?" Astrid asked quietly.

"I've never seen it happen," Toothless said, even more softly. "I think I'm grounded for life."

"Oh, no, you're not," Guana said decisively. "I've still got my Power, and I'm going to use it!"

"Guana, no!" Toothless cried out. "We're still in a war – you might need that Power to save someone's life!"

"I'm saving _your_ life!" she shot back. "You'll die if you can't fly! Don't try to deny it – I know you!"

"Everybody, hold it!" Hiccup called. "I think Gothi had an idea. Let's see what the humans can do for us before we do anything irrevocable."

"Do you think she can stitch up a wound that big?" Astrid said doubtfully. "I watched her working on small puncture wounds from our last major battle. Her hands were barely strong enough to grip the needle! I don't think she can do this."

"But she's found someone who can," Guana said as she saw Gobber returning. With him was Yunibrau, the town's master leatherworker, with a bag full of thongs, sinews, and heavy-duty needles.

"Let them try it, bud," Hiccup advised his friend. "If they can't do it, Guana can still use her Power on you. If they can, she can save it for another day."

Toothless looked at the leatherworker's needles. "This could hurt more than the wound," he said hesitantly.

Hiccup looked around until he found Fishlegs, and wrote in front of him:

GET LOTS OF DRAGON-NIP

"You've got it!" the husky young man shouted, and ran to the dragon training ring, where he kept a supply of the special grass. Within ten minutes, he was applying the grass to the wounded dragon's nose, apologetically explaining, "This will make you feel better, Mister Toothless" as the dragon went limp. Gobber gently stretched out the injured wing, and held it out so the healer and her new helper could work on it.

The operation lasted almost two hours. The leatherworker wasn't used to sewing living tissue, and the healer couldn't speak to explain her wishes. Fishlegs stayed near Toothless' head the whole time, and applied more dragon-nip whenever the Night Fury stirred. All the other dragons of Berk were gathered around the scene, watching silently, looking very nervous. Most of them had had bad experiences with Vikings and Viking weapons in the not-so-distant past; the idea that a Viking could use a sharp object to _help_ a dragon was hard for them to swallow.

At last, Gothi dismissed Yunibrau and cleaned both sides of the wound with a cloth dipped in some kind of herbal fluid. She gestured to Fishlegs, who stepped away, and wrote something in the dirt for Gobber to translate. Toothless was beginning to stir as the smith read out loud:

"She says he can't even try to fly until the wound is completely healed, but he should be able to use the wing again. It will take at least a week."

Astrid translated for the other dragons, who let out grunts and growls of relief. The Night Furies took turns rubbing noses with Toothless, who was still woozy from the dragon-nip, and whose wing was beginning to ache.

"Guana, you need to fly back to your nest and tell your dragons what's happened to Toothless," Astrid suggested.

"I'd rather stay here with my mate, if you don't mind," she replied.

"Fine. Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, you're still a little bit faster than your sister; you take the news to Dragon Island, and then come back here. We may have to attack the Berserkers again tonight if they're still headed north."

"I'm on my way, Mom." The yearling Night Fury quickly vanished in the distance.

Toothless spent the rest of the morning walking around Berk, greeting all the dragons and thanking them for helping to protect him and bring him home. They all wanted to trade wing-taps with him; he had to be careful to offer them his healthy wing. Guana was never far from him. When she found that the fish in the trays weren't as fresh as he liked, she flew out to sea and brought back a fine sea bass for him.

A little after high noon, sharp eyes among humans and dragons spotted a strange dark cloud approaching Berk from the north-northwest. The cloud soon resolved itself into dozens of dragons, the entire adult population of Dragon Island, along with Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang. When they landed in Berk, they left almost no room for the people. It was evident that they were very, very angry about something. Their leader, Two-heads-green-very-bossy, stormed up to the Nest and looked both Hiccup and Astrid in the eyes at the same time.

"We have just two questions for you," she demanded. "_Who_ are the people who did this to our Night-fury, and _when_ are we going to pay them back for it?"
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"Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, I' d like to talk to you." Toothless had been grounded by his injury for barely a day, and he was restless already.

"What's on your mind, Uncle Toothless?" the younger dragon answered.

"I want to know everything that happened when you blew up that explosive wagon. There was something very different between your explosion and the one that got me. I think we need to figure out what that was."

"Well, the two metal tanks looked the same," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang began. "I saw the second one, and I almost dived on it – I wanted to uphold my reputation, you know? But the orders were to hit the heavy weapons, so I did what I was told."

"What did it feel like when your tank blew up?"

"The shock wave hit me like... like Mom's tail when I was little and I messed up. I didn't feel any heat, just a powerful blow across my wings and my entire body. It knocked the breath out of me. Then it passed, and I found myself flying upward."

"Was there any shrapnel?" Toothless pressed him.

"No. I'm sure of that. There was no flying debris of any kind anywhere near me, just the shock wave."

"Did you notice any other differences between the two explosions, from where you were?"

"No, Uncle Toothless. They sounded the same to me; they made the same amount of light; they caused the same destruction on the ground. If you hadn't gotten hurt, I would have said they were identical."

"Huh. Thank you. I think we need to talk to your parents about this." The other Night Furies weren't hard to find; they stayed close to Berk in case the enemy somehow managed a sneak attack. The six of them lay down to discuss what Toothless had learned.

"It's the Burp again," Guana decided. "He figured out that we like to shoot those tanks, whatever they are, so he changed them to make them dangerous to us when they explode."

"That's possible," Hiccup nodded. "I'd love to find out what's inside them, and what the Berserkers are planning to do with them. But I can't think of any way to let their contents out without blowing them up, or endangering ourselves by landing next to them."

"How about a Nadder spike?" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang asked.

"Perfect!" his father exclaimed. "Next time we raid their camp, if there's a tank on a wagon, nobody shoot that tank! We'll pick a few Nadders who can shoot their spines well from the air, and make it their job to turn that tank into a pincushion. We'll watch and see what comes out."

"Okay, next question," Astrid said. "We've got a camp full of raging-mad dragons, and we need to do something about that, before they start fighting each other."

"That's an easy one," Hiccup replied. "It's time to try my plan where we divide our forces and raid a bunch of their towns all at once. We can split ourselves five ways – sorry, Toothless – and that gives us..." He did some quick math in his head. "...about twenty-four dragons per strike force. That's not enough to wipe a defended town off the map, but it's plenty if we focus on the important targets."

"Dad, it still leaves me not sure if I'm ready to lead my own attack force," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang said hesitantly. "I've been following you into battle, and it's good, but when all those dragons are counting on _me_ to keep them safe... that's not the same thing at all."

"Son, let me tell you something," Hiccup began, then stopped. "Astrid, hit me – I'm starting to sound like my own father!" She gave him a half-hearted swat with her tail. "Thanks. Anyway, the first time I flew into battle, I didn't have _anybody_ to follow. I'd been a dragon for a little over a week, and I'd never attacked anything bigger than a fish! But our flock had only three Night Furies, and your Uncle Toothless had to fly with your mother to finish teaching her about fighting. I was the only Night Fury in a strike force fifty dragons strong, and they all knew more about raiding than I did. I'll tell you honestly, I was nervous. I was _sure_ I was going to mess up somehow.

"It was those other dragons who gave me confidence. They saw me flying with them, and just my presence made them feel better about going into battle. They didn't care if I was new at this, or if I'd stopped being human less than a month ago. All they cared about was that a Night Fury was with them. It was humbling, and it made me want to be worthy of that kind of trust. I didn't make any mistakes that night – I actually did pretty well – and Toothless called me an awesome fighting dragon.

"Now it's your turn. You've been a Night Fury from the moment you hatched. You've got a warrior for a mother, and you've got me for a father, for whatever that's worth. You've taken flying and fighting lessons from the best there is," and he glanced at Toothless. "But the thing that will help you the most is the thing you're most afraid of – the fact that all those other dragons will be counting on you. I'm actually glad that you're a little nervous; it shows that you aren't being foolhardy about this. But I know you'll do fine. It's in your blood."

Astrid turned to Night-fury-six-shooter. "How about you? How do you feel about leading your own attack on a Viking village for the first time?"

The young Night Fury hesitated. "I was feeling great about it, until Dad started talking. That took the wind out from under my wings. I never really thought about messing up before. I... I guess I'm okay with it."

Astrid smiled. "Like he said, you'll do fine – it's in your blood. Regardless of what your father says, he's as much of a warrior as I am, and he's a better tactician. But he's right about how the other dragons' confidence in you will give you your own confidence. You've gotten some experience already, which is a lot more than I had when flew on my first raid. You've got the skills, and you've got the aggression. All you need is to go out there and _do_ it!" Her daughter nodded soberly.

That evening, all the dragons gathered in the sheep pastures; it was the only open space on Berk that was big enough for all of them. They sat in a broad circle while the Night Furies stood in the middle and explained the plan. Astrid went first, with a fiery speech that got them all fully alert. Hiccup followed with a description of the targets they should focus on, and a rough guess at where the Berserker villages were. Toothless got the last word.

"I wish I was flying with you; you all know that. This plan of New-night-fury's is our first big attempt to really hurt those Berserkers. They've killed four of us so far, not counting the sea dragons, and if it weren't for all my brave, creative friends, it would have been five. I want to hear about the targets you burn tonight, but I want to hear about them from every one of you! Please be careful out there. Fly fast and shoot straight!" With that, they divided themselves into five groups and launched themselves into the night sky.

The waiting seemed endless. Stoick, Gobber, Gunnarr Hofferson, Gothi, and a few other Vikings stayed up to wait for their fire-breathing warriors' return. Of the dragons, Toothless and the other casualties were the only ones who stayed behind. None of those dragons was good with runes or with understanding the humans' speech, so the two groups couldn't talk to each other. They stood in the pastures, together and yet separate, waiting.

Guana's group was the first to return, a little after midnight. One of her Gronckles had taken an axe to the chin; Gothi went to work stitching the leathery skin up. Lady-night-fury gave her report to Toothless.

"Our village had two forges, and neither of them is going to forge anything for a very long time. My Zippleback took out their only yard crane, and used his other shots to sink a couple of longships that looked like they'd just been launched. The rest of us burned anything that looked like a tradesman's building or a shop. This village didn't have much military-looking stuff in it, and it had almost no warriors in it. The only people we saw were very old or very young."

"We'll say 'mission accomplished' on that one," Toothless nodded. "I think I see another group of dragons returning."

That was Night-fury-mother-of-twins' group, and they had lost a dragon. "Our village was some kind of military storehouse, and it had guards all over the place," she began. "They used torches with wide metal dishes around them, so the light shone in our eyes, but didn't ruin their night vision. We had to put out those torches before we could attack them properly, and they got one of our Nadders with a net and some spears. We avenged her, of course, and we wrecked that village pretty well."

"What kind of military stuff did you see?" Toothless asked her.

"They had sheds and warehouses full of hand weapons and shields," Astrid replied. "It took multiple shots to make sure everything burned. They had a lot of stored food for a village that size; we burned it all, of course. They also had some long buildings that looked like barracks. We set them on fire, but I don't know if they burned to the ground or not. Our village was inland, so there were no cranes or ships."

"It sounds like you hit their advanced base," Toothless nodded. "That will hurt them big-time. They'll get there with high hopes when they return from the field, and find no welcoming meal or shelter or replacement weapons. Well done!"

About half an hour later, Night-fury-six-shooter's group returned. "We took no losses," were her first words. "Our village wasn't very militarized. We blew up all their shops and storage buildings, and our Zippleback even took out their fresh-water well, just so she could have something to shoot at. We got a few fishing boats, but nothing big or threatening."

A Nadder stepped over to where the Night Furies were talking. "When she says 'we' got some boats, she means _she_ got them," the big blue dragon said. "We were ready to head home when we saw a line of fishing boats tied up at a nearby pier. She dove toward them, slowed way down, and fired six quick shots in a row. Just like that, six of their boats went up in flames! I've never seen anything like it. Now I understand where she got her name."

"You just _had_ to show off, didn't you?" Astrid demanded.

"The mission was to hurt them, right?" her daughter challenged her. "Well, I hurt them! They were starting to get their defenses organized, so I didn't have time for six separate shots. I did what I had to do. If I was showing off, I'd have gone for seven."

Toothless nodded, satisfied. "I kind of expected that you'd try your trick shot. The only question was whether you'd get away with it. Well done! You, my young friend, are an awesome fighting dragon."

"Really? Wow! Thank you!" Then Night-fury-six-shooter went back to talk some more with the dragons who had flown with her.

Astrid and Toothless watched her go. "I wish she'd be more careful," Astrid lamented.

"I seem to recall you saying the same thing about Hiccup when _he_ went into battle," Toothless recalled.

"I meant it with him, too," she replied.

"Then you need to find a few dragons who haven't used their Power, and they can turn your whole family into basking sharks," Toothless teased her. "If a safe, uneventful life is what you want, you've got no business being a Night Fury." She started to reply when she saw motion against the night sky. It was Hiccup's group returning.

Two of his dragons were injured, one mildly, one seriously. Gobber went running to find Yunibrau again while Gothi patched up a shallow axe wound on a Gronckle's belly. Hiccup made sure both dragons would be all right before he gave his report to the others.

"I think our village was where the Berserkers make their heavy weapons," he said with satisfaction. "They're going to have to make them somewhere else from now on. They had two woodworking shops and a big outdoor assembly area, with lots of heavy seasoned timber, as well as three forges nearby. We took out the whole complex, and burned as much of the timber as we could. They fought pretty hard to defend the place, and they had some kind of metal reflectors on their torches so they could see us without losing their night vision."

"My village had those, too," his wife exclaimed.

"That has to be the Burp's doing," Guana cut in. "They're making us waste our shots on individual people before we can do any serious raiding."

"I think my daughter's six-shooting trick might be very useful against that tactic," Astrid mused. "Maybe she can teach it to the rest of us." Toothless stifled a draconic snicker.

The village assigned to Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang was the most remote of their targets. They knew it would take his group longer to get there, and longer to get home again. But when an hour had come and gone, the others began to get worried. Finally, the last attack group came into view. Like his mother's group, he didn't bring one of his dragons home.

"Our raid was a success," he said tightly. "We got all our targets. They got Gronckle-dark-brown-with-a-long-tail with a bola; there wasn't anything I could do except pay them back for it."

"Why were you so late coming back?" his father asked.

"Well... I ran into a little bit of trouble, but I'm okay now." He turned away.

"Oh, no, you don't!" Astrid exclaimed, and dropped a paw on his tail. "Come on! Out with it! What happened out there?"

"I'm okay, Mom! Honest!" he protested.

Astrid wasn't buying it. "Will one of you other dragons tell me the truth?" she demanded.

"I'll tell you what happened out there," a big brown Nightmare answered. "They got my wings with nets on a low firing pass. I crash-landed in a cow pasture. Before the humans could get there, he landed on top of me and cut the nets away with his claws. I owe him my life. We both took off just as the Berserkers got close to us, and one of them put a spear right into his chest." Astrid gasped and pivoted to look at her son's chest; he tried to turn away.

"I picked him up and carried him to a rocky islet nearby, and Gronckle-tan-with-blue-spots used his Power to heal him," the Nightmare went on. "Then it took him a few minutes to shake off the effects of the Vortex before he could fly again."

"And that's when you finally came home?" Toothless asked.

"No, that's when he led us right back into battle again," the Nightmare continued. "He figured they'd assume we were gone for the night, so we could fire off a few more shots before they came back at us, and he was right."

Astrid was outraged. "One brush with death wasn't enough for you?! How many more dragons' Powers were you planning to use up before you –"

"Mom!" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang cut her off. "I _had_ to do it that way! When we went into battle, and I set up for my first dive... I was afraid. When I fired my first shot to wreck the town's main catapult, that helped a little, but not much. Cutting those nets off my friend, here... that was almost like a reflex. I hardly even remember doing it. Then that spear hit me, and I thought it was all over. When Gronckle-tan-with-blue-spots healed me, I knew I had to get up and start shooting again, or I'd never overcome that fear."

"The young dragon is right," Toothless nodded. "Not everyone is naturally fearless; some of us have to fight our enemies on the inside before we can defeat the enemies on the outside. My young friend, you did well. You may not feel like one, but you're an awesome fighting dragon."

Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending. Then he burst out, "Oh, I almost forgot! We found out what's in those exploding tanks. I found one, and one of my Nadders spiked it from the air. A heavy green gas leaked out. There's no mistaking the smell of that stuff. It's Zippleback gas."

The other Night Furies turned to each other, mystified. "Where are they getting Zippleback gas?" Guana wondered.

"Probably from a Zippleback," Hiccup answered. "What I want to know is, what are they planning to do with tanks full of the stuff?"

"That's the least of our worries," Toothless decided. "If they're holding a Zippleback captive, then we need to find him and set him free."

"They could have been hiding a dragon in any of those villages," Astrid replied, "or in one of the other villages we didn't visit tonight. We could lose half a dozen dragons to rescue just one. I don't like the idea of the Berserkers taking prisoners any more than you do, but we have to beat them down a lot further before we can risk a mission like that."

"I guess you're right," Toothless nodded slowly. "It sounds like we got a lot done tonight. I just wish I could have been there." He raised his voice. "Dragons! You've done well! You've struck a blow that will set the enemy's plans back by a month or more! Get some sleep, and think nice thoughts about your wounded friends. Tomorrow will be a day of rest!" That drew some appreciative growls from the dragons, especially the ones from the Dragon Island nest, whose rage was beginning to dissipate.

**o**

The dragons' raids had one other effect, one that neither Dagur nor the dragons knew about, but it would have far-reaching effects on the course of the war.

In the village that Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang and his team had raided, two battle-scarred veterans crawled out from under the smoking rubble of a wrecked catapult. They stood, made sure no bones were broken, and brushed the dust off their clothing.

"These dragons are killing us!" one of them exclaimed. "What is it going to take before Dagur gets the hint and quits this useless war?"

"Dagur is never going to quit," his friend said bitterly. "He'll keep fighting until we're all dead."

"I'm starting to think the dragons are the lesser of two evils," the first one said, very quietly. "Berk made peace with them. Maybe it's time we did the same."

"I'm with you," the other one nodded after a moment. "But we should bring our wives with us, so Dagur can't retaliate against them." The four of them headed for the docks, where they found one fishing boat that the dragons hadn't burned. It was small, but it looked seaworthy enough to manage an eight-day journey. Dagur would torture them and kill them if he caught them, but he was somewhere inland with most of the warriors. Besides, if their town got raided again, they'd soon be dead anyway.

They silently rowed out of the harbor, raised the sail, and headed north.
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"Welcome back," New-night-fury said to the row of Nadders who had just returned from patrol duty. "What did you see?"

The pair who had watched the coastline and the shore area shook their heads. "Nothing at all."

Another pair nodded. "Nothing out of the ordinary on the far-inland roads. Just the occasional shepherd and flock, or a small trader's wagon. No sign of Berserkers."

The duo who were keeping an eye on Dagur's main force stepped forward. "It looks like the enemy army has finally decided what they're going to do. They're retreating on foot, all of them."

"That's good news," New-night-fury decided. "For a while, I was afraid they'd press on without their supplies. We'll keep them under surveillance until they get home, just to make sure." He turned to the last pair. "Is there anything happening at sea?"

"There's no fleet activity at all," one of them said.

"...which makes sense, seeing how they don't have a fleet anymore," his partner added. "But we did see one small ship with a crew of four headed this way. They're about five days away from us, assuming the weather doesn't turn bad."

"Just one ship? That's strange," Night-fury cut in. "Maybe they're trying to sneak some spies into Berk?"

"Or maybe it's another kidnap attempt," Night-fury-mother-of-twins worried.

"I'd like to see them carry me off _now!_" her son retorted. He hadn't reached his full adult size yet, but he still weighed as much as three adult male humans. The days when four Vikings could drug him and his sister and take them both away were over.

"I'll let the Viking chief know what you've seen," New-night-fury decided. "You can all rest until tonight. I'll shift the patrol assignments around, so you don't get bored, staring at the same landscape night after night."

"Thank you!" they all exclaimed, and scattered; some wanted to get some sleep, and some of them wanted to eat first. The Night Furies flapped up to the second floor of their Nest, where Stoick and Gobber waited for the morning battle report.

DAGUR'S FORCE IS FINALLY RETREATING.  
>NO OTHER ACTIVITY, EXCEPT ONE SMALL<br>SHIP HEADED OUR WAY, ABOUT FIVE  
>DAYS OUT<p>

"One small ship?" The chief turned to his advisor. "What do you think they're up to?"

"There's no tellin' what Dagur might be thinkin'," the smith replied. "But as long as we know they're comin,' we can take 'em any time we want to."

Stoick nodded. "Son, keep an eye on that ship, and let us know when it's getting close. I'll send a couple of our own ships to capture them. You and your... uhh, friends have done all the fighting for us so far, and my warriors are getting restless. This will give them something warlike to do."

Hiccup nodded, and the meeting was over. The humans returned to their daily routine, which hadn't changed much since war was declared, and the Night Furies went off to do dragon things. There were a lot of dragon things that needed doing.

Toothless was complaining that his injured wing was itching like crazy. According to Gothi, that was a good sign – it meant the wound was healing. The dragon population of Berk had dropped considerably since the five-way raid, two nights ago. Most of the Dragon Island dragons had gotten the rage out of their systems and gone home. Seventeen of them had recognized the seriousness of the threat, and agreed to stay and fight. This was fortunate; the Berk dragons' losses were slowly mounting as the war went on, and they would soon reach a point where they couldn't safely raid even one enemy village. The reinforcements were welcomed and quickly put to work, especially the Nadders, who were much in demand for patrolling.

A few days later, Stoick decided that the small Berserker ship had gone far enough. He sent two longships, with thirty men on each, to capture a fishing boat with a crew of four. As soon as the Berserkers saw the Berk ships coming, they lowered their sail and waved a white flag. Berk's warriors swarmed aboard the fishing boat with much shouting and waving of weapons, but the "spies" put up no resistance whatever. Stoick's men remained frustrated. They still hadn't gotten any action.

The prisoners were separated and interrogated in the Mead Hall by four different groups of Vikings. Hiccup, Astrid, and Guana tried to listen through the wall from outside. It was soon obvious that these weren't spies or kidnappers, but simple deserters from a losing cause. They had no high-level secrets to reveal; they had no idea what Dagur's next move might be, or what his grand strategy was.

Their only useful information came out when Gobber asked them about the Berserkers' new ideas. The dragons had told him all about the Cloud of Death, the torches with reflectors, and the exploding tanks on wagons; as a smith, he was naturally curious about any new developments like those. When he asked one of the men about those new ideas, the man snorted.

"Those ideas would be coming from Slobberguts, the master smith from Zerk village," he said derisively. "For years, he's been cranking out second-rate weapons and spouting nonsense about exterminating all the dragons. Then, about half a year ago, he took some new apprentices – identical twin boys. Everybody thought they were even more useless than the smith himself. But now that they're doing all the menial work, I guess it freed up Slobberguts to do some serious thinking. He has Dagur's ear, and so far, everything he's tried has worked out well."

"How did 'e get all those Berserkers to try anything new?" Gobber asked.

"The way I heard it," the prisoner said, "he went to Dagur with his plan for the Cloud of Death. The chief almost threw him out, but the smith said, 'I'll bet my life that this idea will work.' Dagur couldn't resist an offer like that. The smith taught the plan to the whole army, and when we tried it, it worked just like he said it would. Of course, Dagur took the credit for the idea, and for all the other new ideas as well."

"Hmmm," Gobber nodded. "Very interestin'."

Outside the Mead Hall, the dragons were astonished. They half-flapped, half-galloped back to the Nest so they could bring Toothless and the twins into the discussion.

"It would have to be a smith," Toothless nodded. "We all know how clever they can be. Right, Hiccup?"

"It makes perfect sense," Guana agreed. "_Our_ smith is Gobber the Belch, and _their_ smith is Slobberguts, the Burp."

"So all we have to do is take out their master smith, and our lives get easier, right?" Night-fury-six-shooter asked.

"Taking out one specific individual isn't that easy," Astrid said. "First, we have to find him. The only way we could find this guy is to raid his forge in broad daylight, because he won't be there at night. That means all his friends will see us coming a mile away, and they'd hit us with everything they've got. And if we _do_ find him, what do we do with him?"

"Kill him," Night-fury-six-shooter replied.

"Strand him on a deserted island," Guana suggested.

"Bring him back to Berk as a prisoner." That was Toothless.

"Aunt Guana could turn him into a Night Fury," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang grinned.

"No!" Guana snapped. "That might have been okay in the days when dragons and humans were at war, but I will _never _force anyone into that situation."

"Guana, we _are _at war," Astrid reminded her.

"What if he _wants_ to be a Night Fury, like you did?" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang wondered.

"We'd have to ask him, which still leaves us not knowing how to get to him in the first place," Guana replied. There was a brief silence.

Toothless finally spoke. "Hiccup, you haven't said a word in this entire discussion. Tell us what you're thinking."

He slowly said, "I'm thinking that you're all wrong.

"Astrid, Guana, you heard what that deserter said. Their smith was nothing but a barely-competent weapon-maker until he took his new apprentices. Why does everyone assume that those new ideas suddenly came from a smith who never had a new idea in his life? What if it's the _apprentices _who are having all the ideas, and he's taking credit for them, just like Dagur is stealing the credit from the smith?"

"You think history is repeating itself?" Astrid asked, with traces of a smile. "Smith's apprentices with keen, inventive minds, whom everybody else thinks are useless? A couple of Hiccups?"

"That's too much of a coincidence," Guana said flatly. "There's _no way_ that kind of thing could happen twice!"

"A minute ago, you were willing to believe in a coincidence between a Belch and a Burp," Hiccup answered.

"Let's assume you're right," Astrid said. "We still don't know how to find these guys, or what to do with them if we can get them."

"Actually, I just had an idea or two about that," Hiccup began.

"Oh, here we go," Toothless sighed. "Let's hear it." Hiccup outlined his idea.

"That's stupid," said Astrid.

"It's crazy," agreed Toothless.

"No, it's utterly insane," nodded Guana.

"It will never work," Night-fury-six-shooter said, "but if you try it, count me in."

"Likewise," her brother said.

Astrid rolled her eyes. "You kids are too much like your father! Hiccup, _please_ tell me you wouldn't involve your own children in such a harebrained scheme!"

"Actually, I'll _need_ them to be part of it," Hiccup answered, "just because they aren't as big as the rest of us. Their size would be an asset in this situation. Three full-grown Night Furies probably won't fit."

She swatted him with her tail. "_That's_ for being stubborn, irrational, foolhardy, and just plain impossible!" She sighed. "I suppose we're going to do this thing tonight, right?"

"No, tomorrow night," he said, surprised that she was going along with it so easily. "Tonight, I have to do a little reconnaissance first."

"You mean, _we_ have to do a little reconnaissance first," she corrected him. "There is _no way_ you're going on such a crazy trip without someone flying cover for you! Besides, there's one problem with your plan, which I'd like to fix, and I'll need a day to arrange it." She explained herself.

Hiccup nodded. "Good idea. We'll do that."

The die was cast.
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Hiccup and Astrid returned from their secret mission a few hours before sunrise. "I think we can make it work," he told the others.

"I hate to admit it, but it _is_ possible," Astrid added. "We'll just need a little luck." They caught a few hours' sleep before beginning to plan their raid in earnest. This was a Night-Furies-only affair; the other dragons stayed on watch, but aside from the patrolling Nadders, none of them had anything to do.

After much discussion and some heated argument, Toothless had been persuaded to stay home. He could flap without pain, and Gothi had cleared him for limited flight, but in spite of his intense desire to join the mission, he was outvoted 4-1 (Guana abstained) and ordered to finish his recovery.

"Besides," Hiccup told him quietly afterwards, "if something goes wrong, the dragons will need you to be their leader."

"Hiccup, my friend... please don't let anything go wrong," Toothless almost pleaded. They shared a TrueSight before the five battle-worthy Night Furies took wing and vanished into the night sky.

**o**

It was a quiet night in Zerk village. Dagur and his forces hadn't returned from the field yet, so the population was reduced to the young, the old, and the few tradesmen who were deemed more valuable in their shops than in the army. There had been no messages since that army marched on yet another mission of conquest. The ones who stayed behind were beginning to suspect that this mission would end like the ones before it – with the army slinking home in defeat, having lost some men and much of its gear, without accomplishing anything in return. Dagur would bluster about how bravely his men had fought, and how they'd taught the dragons a lesson. Everyone else was wondering when _Dagur_ was going to learn a lesson.

The silence was broken by two quiet, harmless-sounding "whumps." The night watchman looked in the direction of the sounds, and saw light where there shouldn't be any light. "Fire!" he shouted. "The roof of the forge is on fire!" He roused as many people as he could find, and they fought the fire with buckets of water until it was extinguished.

"We saved as much of the roof as we could," the watchman said to Slobberguts. "I don't know if it's safe for you to go inside, though."

"There's one way to find out," the smith decided, and looked around for his apprentices. "Agnarr! Agmundr! Grab some lanterns and see what the inside of the forge looks like."

"Shouldn't we wait until the morning, so we can see properly?" Agnarr asked. He was always the impertinent one, or "the practical one" as he liked to put it.

"We have a full load of work that has to get done in the morning!" the master-smith shot back. "If we have to make any repairs to the forge, it has to be done _now_."

"Okay, _we_ will bravely look inside," Agmundr nodded. His sense of sarcasm usually went right over the smith's head. They found two lanterns, lit them, and hesitantly stepped inside.

"What's it like in there?" the smith called from the doorway.

"It's dark in here," Agnarr called to his twin.

"The fire made two new skylights, but they don't help much," his brother replied. "I don't see a lot of damage, but the tools are scattered all over the place."

"The tools are _always_ scattered all over the place," Agnarr said as he worked his way toward the back of the forge. "The forge itself is covered in debris from the roof, but –"

"But what?" Slobberguts called. All he could hear in reply was a low growl.

"There's something in here!" Agmundr whispered in panic.

No one in the village was precisely sure what happened next; it happened so fast, and it was too dark to see much. They all agreed that they heard two sharp cries, and then two sleek black shapes rocketed out of the far side of the forge, each carrying one of the twins with it. At the same time, a bigger black shape leaped at the master-smith and tried to carry him off as well. This man was much bigger than his apprentices, the black shape seemed to have an injured leg, and the pair had trouble getting into the air. Some of the villagers who had helped fight the fire grabbed weapons from the forge and tried to chase them.

That was when the walls of the nearby buildings moved. Out of nowhere, three scary-looking dragons appeared, blocking the road where the black shape had run and was just getting airborne. Changewings!

The villagers stopped in their tracks. They had no interest in fighting dragons that appeared out of thin air. They could see the black shape just rising above the trees, making a clean getaway with his prisoner. The other two were already out of sight. After a few seconds, a purple firebolt crashed into the roof of the tanner's shop, and another one blew the front wall off of the Mead Hall. As the villagers ran to fight these new fires, the Changewings melted into the walls again, waited until all the humans were out of sight, then flew away.

The five Night Furies, three Changewings, and three humans met on a tiny, rocky islet about two miles to the north. The dragons released their captives, who stood motionless in a tight cluster because they couldn't go anywhere, and had a quick conversation.

"Thank you, friends!" Hiccup began. "I needed that help. And thank you, Astrid, for thinking of it and arranging it."

"You said we could have a free meal in exchange for helping you escape?" said one of the Changewings.

"Yes, just show up in Berk and eat your fill from the fish in the round trays," Astrid said. "The dragons and the humans are all expecting you, and they won't bother you."

The Changewings nodded politely and took off into the night sky. This would be the easiest meal they'd ever enjoyed!

The three humans cowered in the midst of the remaining dragons, who watched them intently. "I bet they're scared to death, but they'll never admit it," Guana suggested.

"Let's wait until they find their tongues, and then listen to what they say," Astrid agreed. "It might prove very interesting."

All this reasonable conversation sounded like unspeakable horrors to the humans. All that snarling and growling – what could it mean? Surely nothing good! Yet the dragons didn't move. They just stared. In the darkness, their eyes were all that could be seen clearly.

At last, Agnarr softly said, "Are they going to eat us?"

"I don't think dragons eat people," Agmundr replied. "But I've never seen this kind of dragon before, so I don't know. Maybe they're taking us away for Human Training, the way we catch dragons and use them for Dragon Training."

"I still think we could have done well at Dragon Training, if they'd given us a chance," Agnarr lamented.

"You'll never get that chance, you insolent young pups," Slobberguts burst out. "Look at you! My late, lamented wife had bigger muscles than you! The only way _you'd_ ever kill a dragon is by jumping down its throat and choking it to death!"

"Not to be disrespectful," Agnarr said quietly, "but you didn't do such a great job at fighting dragons either, a minute ago."

"And what, exactly, was I supposed to do?" the older smith demanded.

"Well, kicking your feet and screaming like a girl wasn't very helpful," Agmundr said with a trace of a smirk.

The smith drew back his fist. "Is _that_ how you talk to your master? I should –" Two of the dragons snarled viciously. He relaxed his arm and tried to look inoffensive.

The twins glanced at each other. "Hey... what if they can understand what we're saying?" Agmundr wondered.

"I've never heard of that," his brother shrugged, "but I've heard of a lot of other weird things."

"Who _cares _if they can understand us?" the master-smith said suddenly. "You need to think up another clever way to kill them, not talk to them!"

"Okay, let's see what we can use for a weapon," Agnarr said snidely. "We've got rocks, we've got sea water, and... we've got you. What do you think, Agmundr? Should we go with the rocks or the water?"

"Definitely the water," his brother decided. "When you boil water, you get steam, and steam can do some interesting things. I've been wanting to experiment with it, but I never get the time. Of course, we'd need a fire to boil water, and there's nothing here to make a fire with, so..."

Hiccup couldn't help it; the timing was too perfect. He spat out a small fireball onto the rocks about five feet in front of the twins. It burned brightly, with enough light that they could all see each other's faces. They stared at him in shock; he gazed back with his best wide-eyed innocent look.

"O-o-okay," Agmundr quavered. "So you _can _understand us! Uhhh... my name is Agmundr, this is my brother Agnarr, and this is Slobberguts." The twins bowed slightly.

Guana scratched quickly on the rocks:

PLEASED TO MEET YOU

The humans stared in total disbelief at the runes she'd carved.

"No!" Slobberguts exclaimed. "This is not happening! Dragons are _not _intelligent!" Hiccup had to respond to that –

SOME HUMANS AREN'T SO BRIGHT, EITHER

The twins snorted into their hands, desperately trying not to laugh out loud. The situation was too ridiculous! Here they were, kidnapped by dragons and stranded in the middle of the ocean, and suddenly the dragons were not merely communicating – they were giving a well-deserved mocking to the master-smith!

Then, at exactly the same moment, the twins looked at each other and turned serious. "You know what this means, don't you?" Agmundr exclaimed.

"They're just as smart as we are," Agnarr nodded.

There was a long pause.

"Should we be trying to kill them?" Agmundr asked.

"Of _course_ you should be killing dragons!" Slobberguts roared. "That's all they're good for! We're at war, remember? They're the enemy, remember? They've killed hundreds of us, remember? For smart boys, you can be pretty stupid sometimes!"

Hiccup turned to the other dragons. "I think we've heard enough. The master-smith is obviously no threat to us. Guana, take him back to his village. Then shoot his forge once or twice, and come back here."

"What if he tells the others about us?" Astrid wondered.

"No one will believe him," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang said, "and even if they did, what harm can he do? It's the young men who make him dangerous, and we're keeping them."

"In fact," his sister added, "if Dagur demands another clever idea and the smith doesn't have one, that may be the end of him, without us having to do anything at all."

Guana nodded, caught the older man with her front paws, and flapped away into the darkness. They could hear him screaming half a mile away. That left four Night Furies and two nervous young men on the islet.

"What are you going to do with us?" Agnarr asked worriedly. Hiccup wrote:

WE'RE TAKING YOU OUT OF THE WAR

"Permanently?" Agmundr gasped.

NO, ONLY UNTIL THE WAR ENDS.  
>YOU'RE COMING BACK TO BERK WITH US<p>

"Then it's true!" Agnarr exclaimed to his brother. "The Berks really _did _make a devil's deal with the dragons!"

WE AREN'T DEVILS. IN FACT, WE'RE  
>MORE LIKE YOU THAN YOU REALIZE<p>

Astrid laughed out loud at that. The twins gaped at her. The idea of a dragon laughing was as ludicrous as... as a dragon writing runes on a rock. The young men fell silent again.

Then, as one, they said, "Are you...?" Agmundr deferred to his brother, who finished the question. "Are you Night Furies?"

The four dragons solemnly nodded "yes."

"You're not going to kill us?" They shook their heads "no."

Agnarr turned to his brother and said, very softly, "I think everything we know about these guys is wrong." Now it was Hiccup's turn to laugh, though they couldn't understand why.

About half an hour later, Guana returned, looking smug. "The town got their smith back, but he's a smith without a forge," she said. "I can't make him much more harmless than that."

"Okay, let's finish our night's work," Hiccup nodded. He wrote:

WOULD YOU RATHER RIDE US  
>OR BE CARRIED?<p>

The twins looked at each other, flexed their shoulders (which were still a little sore from the dragons' paws under their armpits while they were being carried through the air), and both said, "Ride." Hiccup and Astrid crouched down; the boys climbed onto their backs, cautiously and awkwardly. Guana wrote:

HANG ON TIGHT

Night Furies don't have handles, so the boys held on tight with their legs. The dragons took off as easily as they could, and were soon cruising northward along the coastline. The sun was beginning to rise in the east. For the dragons, it was a familiar sight, but the twins had never been off the ground in their lives. The aerial view of the land and sea mesmerized them. Finally, Agnarr broke the silence.

"If this is what it means to be taken out of the war, they can take me out any time they want."

"Yeah," his brother agreed. "I have to admit, this is pretty cool."

Astrid glanced at Hiccup, who nodded wordlessly. They began climbing; the other three Night Furies followed them. They leveled off just below the cloud layer. The twins were getting nervous as the ground fell away below them, but then they realized they could reach up and touch a cloud.

"It's just vapor!" Agmundr exclaimed.

"That means clouds and fog are the same thing!" his brother agreed. "One is just higher than the other." They waved their hands through the clouds for several minutes. Then the dragons climbed some more, took them right through the clouds, and burst into the sunlight above.

"Whoa!" both boys exclaimed. The usual dim light of the Northland was replaced by an unexpected brilliance. The murky cloud layer was white and puffy on top. Far above them, a few wisps of cirrus clouds were set on fire by the light of the dawn. The two passengers were stunned into silence.

After a few minutes, Astrid turned to Hiccup. "I don't think they'll give us any trouble."

"It's the old 'flight through the clouds' trick," he grinned. "It gets them every time."
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They arrived over Berk a short time later. The Vikings had been warned that the Night Furies would be bringing back some important prisoners from among the Berserkers; a good-sized crowd had gathered in the town center. Hiccup sent Guana down first, so she could explain to Stoick that the twins would be more talkative if they were treated like envoys than if they were arrested and examined under pressure. When the chief heard that the new arrivals were smith's apprentices, he decided to leave them in Gobber's care.

Then the rest of the Night Furies spiraled down and landed just beyond the crowd. When the Vikings began to surge toward them, Hiccup warned them off with a sharp snarl. Everyone knew that this Night Fury was the chief's son and used to be human, but they saw and heard a black dragon, and they backed off. Agnarr and Agmundr climbed off hesitantly and edged away from the dragons as Gobber approached them.

"Well, well! So _these _are the young men wi' the clever ideas that are killin' our dragons!" His tone was jovial, but his words carried menace. The boys weren't sure how to react, which was exactly what he had in mind. "My name's Gobber, an' I'm the smith o' this town. Ye've been placed in my care until ye convince me that I canna handle ye. When that happens, ye'll be locked up an' treated like prisoners o' war. So don't make me think I canna handle ye, eh?" He gave them each a gentle shove and guided them toward the forge.

"I'll let my new apprentice keep ye company fer a while. I'm thinkin' the dragon's wantin' to have a word with me." The one-armed, one-legged smith and the three-legged dragon stepped aside, leaving the twins a few steps away from the forge. They stopped there.

"Okay," Agnarr began. "Starting with the moment they woke us up to fight the fire in our forge, I want you to name _one thing_ that's happened to us that you could call 'normal'."

"Well, let me think for a second," Agmundr said. "We got kidnapped by black dragons out of our own forge, and carried off to a tiny island. That's where we found out that those dragons are Night Furies, they're as smart as we are, they can understand us when we talk, they can write, and they have a sense of humor. Then we rode those dragons into the sky, we got our first look at the world from half a mile up, we became the first Berserkers ever to touch a cloud, and we flew above the clouds. Now we're prisoners in a village that's at war with us, but they're treating us like guests, and our only guard is turning his back on us while he talks to a dragon.

"What's so abnormal about all that?"

"Well, go on, you two! Git in there!" the smith called. They hesitantly stepped inside.

Berk's forge was laid out differently than theirs, but they readily recognized everything in it. The forge itself, the anvil, the sharpening stone, the untidy racks of tools... it all looked totally familiar. A serious-looking boy, perhaps a year younger than they were, was using the sharpening stone to repoint an assortment of leather-worker's tools. He looked up when he saw them enter.

"Hi! I'm Varinn, apprenticed to Gobber. Welcome to the forge. Can I help you with something?"

"I'm not sure. I'm Agmundr..."

"...and I'm Agnarr..."

"...and I think we're prisoners, except we aren't, and Gobber told us to go in here."

Varinn set down his tools. "That sounds confusing."

"You have no idea!" both twins said at once.

Gobber joined them. "They're both smith's apprentices from the village of Zerk, an' they're gonna be stayin' here fer quite a while. I've been chattin' with the Night Furies, an' they say it'll soon be okay to tell 'em about our little secret, ye know what I mean?" He winked. "Start by showin' 'em Hiccup's room, why don't ye?"

"Okay, Gobber," Varinn nodded. "If you two could walk this way, I think you'll be interested in what you see." He led them to a back room, gestured for them to enter, and returned to his sharpening.

"Oh... my... goodness," Agnarr burst out. "Would you look at these drawings! These Berks have a real _technician_ working for them!"

Agmundr picked up a sheaf of dusty drawings off the table. "I think this is... yes, it's a bola-throwing machine! It looks like it'll work, too. I like his trigger mechanism – it's simple, rugged, and foolproof."

"Foolproof? I bet Slobberguts could jam it!" They enjoyed a quick chuckle, then went back to the drawings.

"He drew a _lot_ of pictures of those Night Furies," Agnarr noticed after a while.

"Actually, when he was drawing those pictures, there was only one Night Fury," Varinn called from the doorway. As they glanced up at him, the amount of daylight in the forge decreased; one of the Night Furies had stuck his huge head into the window opening to watch them.

"You said he was a hiccup?" Agmundr asked.

"His name was Hiccup," Varinn replied, "but that's also what he was. Small, thin, unappreciated, and very clever. You guys don't know anything about that, do you?"

Agnarr and Agmundr didn't even have to look at each other before they both nodded. They'd been branded as hiccups from the day they were born. "I'd like to meet this Hiccup," Agmundr decided.

The dragon laughed. Varinn cracked a bit of a smile.

"Okay, he obviously isn't dead, or you wouldn't be laughing," Agnarr said. "So what happened to him? Did he grow up and turn into a typical Viking warrior?" The dragon laughed again.

"I wish somebody would let us in on the joke," Agmundr muttered.

"Th' joke is, ye've already met 'im," Gobber announced from the front of the forge. "Perhaps, in a day or three, he'll introduce 'imself to ye, but 'e thinks ye've had enough surprises fer one day." The dragon winked at them, turned, and flapped away.

Agmundr looked out the window where the dragon had been. "Hey, wait a minute..." His brother joined him. "Do you see anything strange out there?"

"I don't see anything happening at all," Agnarr said.

"Exactly!" his brother exclaimed. "Where are the Vikings drilling and training for war? Where are the stockpiles of weapons and shields? Where's the chief, running around and giving orders? All I see is men and women going about their business. They're in the middle of a war, but they're living like they're at peace!" He turned to Gobber. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to tell us what's going on around here? After all, our part in this war is over."

"Let's just say we've got some powerful allies who are doin' a fine job of keepin' your army away from us," Gobber smiled as he replaced his heavy-hammer arm with a lighter hammer.

"You mean... the dragons?" Agnarr marveled. Gobber nodded absently.

"But how do you make friends with a dragon?" Agmundr asked, perplexed. "I've never met a friendly dragon in my life. How would you start?"

"All I'll say fer now is, it takes one to know one." The smith clammed up after that; they couldn't get him to talk about anything but smithcraft for the rest of the day. They spent most of that day in the back room, poring over Hiccup's drawings, suggesting minor improvements here and there, and coming up with ideas of their own.

**o**

That evening, as Gobber was leading his apprentice and his not-quite-prisoners out of the Mead Hall, they stopped. Over near a tall, skeletal framework of a building, they could see six Night Furies in front of over a dozen Gronckles, who were standing in a line and listening intently to the growls and snarls of the black dragons.

"What's going on over there?" Agnarr asked.

"I dinna speak dragon," Gobber replied, "but it looks like they're gettin' ready fer another raid on Dagur's army."

Agmundr looked around. There were Deadly Nadders on the roofs of buildings, and Monstrous Nightmares and Hideous Zipplebacks lounging on the ground nearby, but none of them were taking part in whatever the Night Furies were planning. "Why aren't all the dragons involved?" he asked.

"Ye'll have to ask the Night Furies," the smith said. "They've got their own ideas about how to make war, and while I dinna understand 'em, I canna argue with results."

Meanwhile, the dragons' pre-raid briefing went on. "The enemy army is about a day's walk away from their nearest village," Hiccup was saying. "All we're going to do is overfly them at high altitude, and rain our fires down on them from above. I want us to stay far out of range of their weapons."

"But we can't hit a small target from that height," one of the Gronckles complained.

"That's okay," Astrid answered him. "In fact, we'd prefer near-misses to direct hits. A shot that spatters two or three men with hot lava will be better than a shot that just kills one man. Our goal is to make the entire army as miserable as possible, and we'll do a better job of that with a hundred wounded men than with fifty dead ones."

"Besides," Hiccup continued, "this is our 'welcome-back' raid for two of you, who haven't flown with us since you were wounded, and for Night-fury himself. Now that the three of you are fit to fight, we don't want to lose you again on your first chance at battle. We're just going to make the Berserkers hate their lives, show them that we still control the air and can hit them whenever we please, and then leave."

"Meanwhile, their troops are just a day away from a village and safety," a Gronckle fussed.

"Their troops are a day away from a village that Lady-night-fury and her team tore to pieces," Night-fury reminded them. "The Berserkers will get no help or rest there. They'll have to keep walking, and the next village will also be a charred wreck, and so will the one after that. Dagur is not going to get much of a homecoming!" They all laughed at the thought. "All right, team, let's do this! Fly fast and shoot straight! Let's go!" They took off into the darkening sky.

The twins watched them go. "They're probably going to kill some people we know," Agmundr said softly.

"If we're lucky, they might kill Dagur," Agnarr replied.
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Toothless was right about the welcome that Dagur received when he and his army staggered into the nearest of the Berserker villages. Every building of any military importance was a charred shell. Every able-bodied citizen was frantically trying to fish, hunt, or gather food to replace the stored supplies that had gone up in flames. The non-able-bodied just glared at their chief, not daring to say anything, but thinking dark, treasonous thoughts.

It took the army three days to find a village that could feed even a few of them. During those three days, the dragons repeated their tactic of flying high overhead and raining down random fire with impunity. Casualties mounted; morale, which was close to rock bottom, discovered new depths and promptly sank into them. Everywhere Dagur looked, there was only bad news.

He was running out of material, he was beginning to run low on junior leaders, and he was completely out of ideas for how to win this war.

Back in Berk, by contrast, it was as though there wasn't a war on at all. The fishing fleet sailed and returned without fear. Tradesmen had plenty of raw materials to work with, and plenty of customers with money to spend. When Trader Johann's ship pulled into the harbor, he was surprised to discover that his spring clothing was more in demand than his weapons.

The two young smith's apprentices decided that the life of a prisoner-of-war in Berk was much preferable to their old existence. Gobber was just as much a taskmaster as Slobberguts, but was never abusive and sometimes showed them kindness. They cheerfully pitched in and helped with the lesser chores around the forge. When he questioned them about Dagur's weapons, they answered freely.

"Those tanks full of dragon gas? Dagur gave our master a challenge – 'How can I destroy Berk's big Mead Hall with just one shot?' Each tank holds the smoke from four or five Zippleback breaths. The plan was to drag a tank into your Mead Hall, throw some green wood into the fire pit, shoot the tank once with a crossbow, slam the door, and run. The gas would slowly fill the room, the wet wood would throw out sparks, and when the two got together, BOOM!"

"Interestin'," Gobber nodded. "Which one of ye came up wi' that one?"

"We both did," Agnarr explained. "Agmundr usually comes up with the abstract ideas, and I figure out ways to make them practical. Individually, we're just a couple of hiccups, but together, we make one genius."

"Very interestin'. Where did ye get the gas from?"

"From the dragons in the Dragon Training ring," Agmundr answered. "That's in our capital town. We both wanted to be enrolled in Dragon Training, but Dagur has the final say over who the candidates will be, and he said we didn't have a chance of surviving, never mind succeeding. He gave our positions to his cousin Limpingox and his little sister Belibutton. We figured, if we used dragon gas for our invention, at least they'd let us see the dragons, but they never even gave us that much."

"Extremely interestin'," Gobber said. His information was quickly sent back to the Night Furies.

"Do we all strike tonight and set those dragons free?" Night-fury-six-shooter demanded.

"No, we six will fly down there tonight and check the place out," New-night-fury replied. "If that's their capital, then it's sure to have strong defenses, even if most of the men are still miles away with the army. I won't send our entire flock into battle until we know what we're up against."

"Should we shoot a few of those defenses while we're down there?" Night-fury-mother-of-twins asked.

"I'm undecided on that," New-night-fury said. "On the one hand, every catapult we wreck tonight is a catapult that can't hurt us tomorrow night. On the other hand, we haven't gone near that town yet. They may think they're out of our reach. As soon as we send down some fiery calling cards, they'll get their defenses organized, and there will be no chance of a surprise attack tomorrow. I'll make that decision somewhere between here and there."

The six Night Furies flew high and silently that night. Below them, the Berserker villages showed almost no fires. The dragons' relentless bombing and raiding, guided by the clever minds of the Night Furies, were slowly reducing the proud Berserker tribe to nothing. It was a powerful lesson in how to win a war by controlling the air. They smiled grimly at each other and flew on.

Ahead of them lay the small city of Raca, the Berserkers' capital and Dagur's home town. Here, the glows of hearths and firepits were still visible; the city was on a war footing, but had not yet felt the touch of war. They flew in a great circle around the city, then spiraled in so they could see everything worth seeing.

"Their shipyard looks busy," Guana commented.

"It's not doing them much good," Astrid answered. "They've laid the keels and the ribs for half a dozen big longships, and they've got plenty more heavy timbers in a storage area. But they've run out of boards for the sides, and I didn't see anything that looked like a mast. They probably made a quick start on construction so they could appease Dagur, but now they're at a standstill."

"What's that big, open field on the outskirts of the town?" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang wondered.

"It's got rows of barracks along two sides," Toothless noted, "so it's probably a training ground for teaching soldiers to fight as a group. Did anyone see the dragon training ring?"

They all looked at each other. No one had seen it.

"How can you hide something that big?" Hiccup asked. "I'd expect it to be even bigger than Berk's ring, seeing how it serves the whole Berserker tribe."

"Circle the town again," Astrid decided. "It has to be down there somewhere!" They spread out and circled again. There was no sign of the structure they were looking for.

It was Guana who finally figured it out. "It's the heavy-timber storage area!" she exclaimed. "It's too far from the shipyard to be an effective part of their shipbuilding work. But it's made of stone, and it's the right size."

"You're right," Astrid nodded. "Maybe I missed it because it's square instead of round."

"Let's land and check it out," Toothless suggested. The six Night Furies spiraled down, landed in front of the open gateway, and walked on top of the piles of timber that filled almost every square foot of the ring.

"Kids, you're our guards – watch out for Vikings! We don't want to get locked in here." New-night-fury looked around. "They've filled this place with so much timber, I don't think they can open the doors and let the dragons out. There certainly isn't any room for them to move around."

Guana had approached the nearest heavy door. "Are there any dragons in here?" she called. The response was instantaneous and heartfelt. Multiple dragon voices called, "Is that a real Night Fury? Please, get us _out_ of here!"

"Actually, there are six of us," Guana called, "and I'm not sure we can break you out tonight – there's too much stuff in here. Are you all able to fly?"

"Some of us probably can't get very far," a Gronckle's voice came back. "They haven't fed us or let us out in nearly two weeks. It's like they've forgotten about us."

Hiccup could see his children's anger rising, and Toothless and Astrid weren't far behind them. "Let me think about this... okay, we can do it. But not tonight. We're going to start some fires out here tonight, so it may get a little warm. Tomorrow night, we'll be back with a strike force, and we'll break every last one of you out of here and take you back to Berk with us."

"Berk?" came a Nadder's voice. "The _last_ place we want to go is another Viking village!"

"We've made peace with the humans in Berk," Hiccup told them. "It's a long story. But Berk is a safe place for dragons, with plenty of food; you can stay there for life, or just rest until you're ready to move on. Hang on and be brave, friends – tomorrow is your independence day!" The captured dragons managed some roars of approval.

"Okay," Hiccup said to his fellow Night Furies. "Our mission tonight is to incinerate as much of this timber as we can. We need to clear it out of the way so we can open those doors, and burning it is the best way we've got. Shoot the bottoms of the wood piles, not the tops of them, so the flames burn upward. This is the perfect time to try that little trick that Toothless and my daughter have been teaching us."

They all fired multiple shots in rapid succession, swinging their heads to spread those fires around. Night-fury-six-shooter made six quick fires, of course. Her brother strained and made five, just so his sister couldn't brag against him too much. The others made four, except for Guana, who managed only three.

"Now let's get out of here before some Viking sees the fires!" Astrid exclaimed. They all ran out and took wing, but quickly circled the ring and called down, "Tomorrow night!" The timbers were burning merrily as they turned for home. Apparently, the Vikings of Raca hadn't noticed the fire yet.

The next night, all the dragons of Berk flew. Every one of them had an important part to play in Hiccup's plan.

The fireworks began when the Gronckles and five of the Night Furies began bombarding the town. The Gronckles aimed at the town's buildings, while the Night Furies fulfilled their traditional role as they sniped at the catapults and other defenses. Fishlegs was really enjoying the mission.

"Yee-hah! Give it to 'em, Meatlug! You're a tactical bomber!"

Fires sprang up everywhere. The dragons stayed safely out of thrown-weapons range, and the Vikings who would have been attacking dragons were kept occupied with fighting fires. That suited Hiccup just fine; he didn't want any humans getting in the way when his own strike team landed near the training enclosure.

The Vikings had shut and locked the gateway this time. Hiccup had a plan for that. "Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm, would you be so kind as to open this door for us?" The Nadder's white-hot fire sliced the wood-and-iron door in half from top to bottom. The free part crashed to the floor, the hinged part swung open, and the way into the training ring was clear.

The ring itself was littered with ashes and unburnt chunks of heavy timber; the Berserkers hadn't done much to fight the fire, but there was still no way to get the dragon-cage doors open. Hiccup had a plan for that, too. "Zipplebacks!" The two-headed dragons used multiple shots to lay a curtain of heavy green gas along the floor of the arena in front of the dragon doors, and stepped back outside. "Spark it, Belch!" Tuffnut exclaimed, and the Zippleback with riders stuck a head through the roof bars and blew the whole cloud with one spark. Chunks of timber went flying through the bars and chains of the roof; hard-packed ashes were loosened; and the floor in front of the dragon doors was swept clean. To the Vikings in the town nearby, it was just one more explosion in the night. They'd deal with it once they'd saved the human buildings.

Now the dragons had to open those heavy, iron-reinforced dragon doors. Hiccup roared, "Dragon prisoners, step away from the doors! We're cutting our way in!" The Nadders of Berk had been invaluable for their ability to fly long-range scouting missions, but they hadn't had many chances to use their fires in this war, because those fires were so short-ranged. Now was their hour. Eight Nadders stood in front of eight heavy doors and began carving through them with their own built-in blowtorches. It took about a minute before the first door fell open; the others all followed quickly.

Two Gronckles, two Nadders, a Nightmare, a Zippleback, a Snaptrapper, and a Saber-Tooth Driver Dragon crawled to freedom. They were in rough shape.

"Are you really a Night Fury?" the Saber-Tooth asked. "I've never seen one before! I've heard about how wonderful you can be to other dragons, and now I believe it." The other dragons nodded in agreement.

"All you have to do is fly to that big open field over there," Hiccup said, and pointed with his wing. "Once you're there, we'll get you fed and move on with the plan."

The eight freed dragons helped each other fly over to the Berserkers' training field, along with Hiccup and the other rescuers. As they landed, they were joined by a Nightmare with a human rider who landed nearby. It carried a big net with its back legs; the net spilled fresh fish all over the field. "Eat your fill, friends!" the Nightmare called. "There's plenty, thanks to the kind fishermen of Berk. My mate will be here in a minute with another netfull!"

"Yeah, whatever he said!" Snotlout chimed in, aware that his dragon had said something but understanding none of it. "Whoa – that one's got four heads!" The starving dragons almost inhaled the fish, and quickly began regaining their strength. Within ten minutes, both netfulls of fish had been devoured, Hiccup's team had been joined by the dragons who were done attacking the town, and the newly-freed prisoners felt strong enough to try some serious flying.

They were a long way from Berk, and they had to stop halfway because the liberated dragons didn't have the stamina to fly all the way. They rested on an unsettled area of the coastline for half an hour, with the Night Furies flying cover in case some Vikings happened along, but they were left unmolested. The flock returned to Berk before the sun rose, their numbers augmented by eight.

Hiccup landed in front of his father, who always waited nervously whenever his son flew into battle, with the huge Snaptrapper just behind him. Stoick had heard of Snaptrappers, but had never seen one up close before; he just stared at it, open-mouthed. Hiccup couldn't resist the temptation to write a quick message in the dirt –

CAN I KEEP HIM, DAD?  
>HE FOLLOWED ME HOME<p> 
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Gobber took the axe from Agnarr's hands and examined it. He scowled. He took it outside where the light was better, and examined it again.

"There has to be _somethin'_ wrong with it!" he exclaimed. "The last time I saw this kind o' workmanship from an apprentice was... well, it was a while ago."

"Weapons were the only things our master ever let us make, so we got a lot of practice making them," Agmundr explained. "If you'd asked us for a door hinge or an anchor chain, we probably wouldn't do such a good job."

"But speaking of apprentices, when are we going to meet this Hiccup you keep alluding to?" Agnarr demanded. "He was obviously talented, but we don't see any signs of him in the town; you've taken a new apprentice, but you've done nothing with the old apprentice's back room; there's some kind of weird mystery about this guy, and –"

"And ye think ye're entitled to know all of Berk's secrets, do ye?" Gobber growled, poking the young man in the shoulder with his pincers arm. "Ye'd do well to remember yer position!"

"You've treated us a lot better than we probably deserve," Agmundr said quickly, "but at the same time, it's like you're baiting our curiosity with these hints and clues! If you really didn't want us to know about this Hiccup, you wouldn't talk about him. But he keeps getting mentioned, so you must want us to know. So... let us know! Please."

The old smith scratched his stubbly chin for a moment. "All righty, then, ye'll get yer wish. Clean up yer messes, an' I'll take ye to meet Hiccup." They tidied up the forge in record time, hung their leather aprons on their pegs on the wall, and presented themselves to Gobber. "Follow me," he ordered, and headed for the center of town.

"I bet this Hiccup is really a girl," Agnarr whispered to his brother.

"I think he's one of those teens who ride the dragons," Agmundr whispered back.

They arrived at the Night Furies' building, or the Nest as the locals called it. All six of the dragons were there, the morning sun reflecting off their jet-black scales. One of them was lying on its back, paws in the air, snoring. Gobber climbed the stairs to the second floor, with the puzzled apprentices hot on his heels. When they got to the top, all they saw was the dragons.

Gobber stepped to the edge, cupped his hands to his mouth, and bellowed, "_HIC_-CUP!" at the top of his lungs. He waited until the Berserker twins were dying to say something; then he turned and pretended to notice the three-legged dragon for the first time.

"Ahh, _there_ ye are," he grinned. The dragon's ear flaps went up. "These young 'uns have been havin' a happy time in yer old back room, lookin' at yer drawin's and talkin' about how to make 'em better. They said they wanted to meet ye, and today seemed like a good day fer it." He looked at Agnarr and Agmundr and gestured toward the dragon. "I'll leave ye to get acquainted. I'm sure ye'll find plenty to talk about." With that, he stomped down the stairs and returned to the forge.

Agnarr called down, "This isn't funny, Gobber! You promised us you'd take us to meet Hiccup!"

HE KEPT HIS PROMISE

The sounds of the dragon writing in the sand table drew their eyes to his message. They stared at him in shock and disbelief.

"You're Hiccup?" Agmundr finally blurted out. The dragon nodded, with a gurgling growl.

"Gobber had a dragon for an apprentice," Agnarr told his brother. "I admit, I never saw _that_ one coming!"

NO, HE HAD A HICCUP FOR AN APPRENTICE

"Well, you're not a hiccup!" Agmundr exclaimed. "What are you trying to tell us? Did you eat the original Hiccup, and gain his skills somehow?"

The dragon laughed at that, as did the other Night Furies. The sleeping one woke up and exchanged some dragon noises with the others; it quickly joined in the laughter.

The twins were getting irritated, in addition to being perplexed. Everyone was telling them riddles! "Fine," Agmundr said, and sat down with his feet dangling over the edge of the platform. "I'm willing to believe that your name is Hiccup. But there is _no way_ under Valhalla that a _dragon_ could have done those drawings in that back room! I don't think you can _fit_ in that room. You can't even hold a drawing stick!"

"I know we're just prisoners of war," Agnarr added. "But we've been open and honest with you, we've told you no lies, and all you give us in return is puzzles and enigmas! We never knew there might be another Viking who was like us; we thought we were the only ones. Now we find that there's another one here, somewhere, and we're dying to meet him, but you're all playing games with us! We don't think it's funny any more." He sat down next to his brother, folded his arms, and stared at the dragon.

Night-fury-smallest-girl chose that moment to return from a quick flight around the town. The meter-long dragon landed lightly on the edge of the Nest, noticed the two boys, and ambled up to them. All the humans of Berk were fascinated with baby dragons, especially the littlest Night Fury, so she just took it for granted that these humans would also want to be her friends. She considered both of them for a moment, then climbed into Agnarr's lap and trilled at him.

Agnarr was both intrigued and amazed. He'd never seen a baby dragon before, and he knew how rare Night Furies were. "Hi, there," he said hesitantly. She blinked expressively at him. He reached down and scratched behind her ear flaps; she closed her eyes and made a sound that was a lot like purring. Agmundr looked on, envious.

"Is this one... yours?" he asked the Hiccup-dragon.

YES, SHE IS MY DAUGHTER.  
>ASTRID IS HER MOTHER<p>

Another of the dragons nodded with a quiet rumble as she watched the boys carefully.

"Your name is Astrid?" Agnarr wondered as he glanced at the second dragon. "Do all Night Furies have Nordic names?"

NO, JUST THE ONES WHO USED TO BE HUMANS

The twins stared at the message in the sand for what seemed like ages. They both read it three times to be sure they hadn't misread it. They tried to guess what it might really mean if the dragon had misspelled a word. They slowly looked back and forth from the message to the dragon who had written it. They looked at each other, as though each one thought his brother could somehow explain it all.

Finally, Agnarr spoke. "Okay, my brain has officially been blown into little tiny pieces."

"I don't even have a _theory_ for that one," Agmundr added. He looked over at the dragon. "Could you... umm... explain?"

THE SIMPLE ANSWER IS "DRAGON MAGIC."  
>TOOTHLESS TRANSFORMED ME AND ASTRID<br>INTO NIGHT FURIES ABOUT TWO YEARS AGO.  
>BEFORE THAT, I WAS A LOT LIKE YOU<br>AND ASTRID WAS A CLASSIC VIKING WARRIOR

The twins digested that for a few seconds.

"Is Toothless another dragon?" Agmundr asked. The Hiccup-dragon gestured with his head toward the Night Fury that had been snoring. It gave them a grin that was definitely _not_ toothless.

"Did... oh, gods, I hope this isn't a stupid question... did _all_ of you used to be human?" Agnarr stammered.

OUR CHILDREN HATCHED FROM EGGS IN THE  
>TRADITIONAL WAY. THE REST OF US WERE<br>HUMANS ONCE

After a moment, Hiccup added:

I LOVE WHAT I AM NOW

Agnarr stood and hesitantly stepped next to the dragon so he could read the sand-runes right-side-up; his brother followed him. They were still reluctant to get too close to the scaly black beast that was having such a friendly conversation with them, but they didn't want to misunderstand one word of this. "Was it hard to make a change like that?" Agnarr asked, hoping the question wasn't too personal.

I WAS A MISERABLE FAILURE AS A HUMAN.  
>THE MOMENT I BECAME A DRAGON,<br>THINGS STARTED GETTING BETTER FOR ME

"But we've seen your drawings!" Agmundr burst out. "You had skill! You had technique! You were some kind of genius!"

WHAT GOOD IS THAT IF YOU'RE ALL ALONE  
>AND NO ONE LIKES YOU OR RESPECTS YOU?<p>

The boys thought about that. Agmundr quietly said, "What would our lives be like, if we didn't have each other?"

"I really don't want to think about it," his twin answered softly.

After a few seconds of silence, Astrid stepped over to the sand table.

I DON'T SUPPOSE EITHER OF YOU IS  
>INTERESTED IN BECOMING A NIGHT FURY?<p>

"No!" they both burst out. Agnarr went on, "No, no... we like the bodies we've got. They aren't perfect, but... nothing personal, but no, that's not for us."

Agmundr looked like he was thinking it over. "Is it something we could try, and then go back if we don't like it?"

NO, THE TRANSFORMATION IS PERMANENT.  
>UNDOING IT WOULD BE FATAL.<p>

"No, thanks," Agnarr decided. "We'd rather be hiccups. We're used to that."

"It might be fun to fly, though," Agmundr said thoughtfully.

They were startled by the sound of heavy footsteps pounding up the stairs. They stepped back when they recognized Stoick the Vast, Berk's chief. He glanced at them, then turned his attention to the Hiccup-dragon.

"Have you got any interesting news from last night, son?"

NOT MUCH, DAD

The twins heard the word "son" and saw the word "Dad," and nearly fell off the platform. The dragon continued –

THE BERSERKER ARMY IS  
>STILL RECOVERING AND RE-EQUIPPING. THEY'VE<br>USED UP ALL THEIR TIMBER, SO NEW SHIPS AND  
>HEAVY WEAPONS AREN'T MAKING MUCH PROGRESS<p>

He wiped the sand flat with his tail and added –

THE NADDERS FOUND A SMALL SHIP COMING UP  
>THE COAST WITH A CREW OF ONE<p>

"Another deserter, looking to surrender?" the chief wondered out lout. "I guess Berk has room for one more. Let me know when he's a day away from us. Is there anything else?"

NO, DAD. IT'S A VERY PEACEFUL WAR TODAY

Stoick grunted. "I wish that fool Dagur would realize he can't win, and give up. _Then_ it would be peaceful!" He stomped back down the stairs.

Agnarr and Agmundr approached the sand table again. One was on each side of Hiccup; it was the first time they'd let anything come between them since they'd been captured.

"That was your father?" Agnarr asked. Hiccup nodded.

"You gave up being a chief's son to be a dragon?" Agmundr blurted out. "Your life must have been..."

AWFUL

"Man!" Agnarr exclaimed. "Now that you're a dragon, I'd hate to be one of the people who mistreated you before!"

I WASN'T VENGEFUL THEN, AND I'M NOT NOW.  
>I WAS A TERRIBLE VIKING IN EVERY WAY<p>

"You make a pretty cool dragon, though," Agmundr commented.

THANK YOU

Then the dragon's ear flaps pricked up.

I HEAR A FIGHT STARTING.  
>I HAVE TO BREAK IT UP.<br>WE'LL TALK LATER

He sprang into the air and flew swiftly toward the central cliffs of Berk. The other Night Furies went back to their napping, ignoring the boys in the Nest. Agnarr and Agmundr returned to the forge slowly; both of them were quiet and thoughtful, and remained that way for the rest of the day.

In mid-afternoon, Agnarr caught his brother gazing out the window toward the Nest. "I know what you're thinking," he said quietly. "I could never do it. We'd be separated from each other forever."

"What kind of a future do we have?" Agmundr replied. "Our own tribe won't trust us again, and they never had much use for us anyway. These Berks don't need any more smiths, and if they didn't have any regard for their own hiccup, would we do any better here?" He stared at his twin brother intensely. "Don't you remember how it felt to fly through the clouds on the dragons' backs, and look down on everything from above? Imagine if we could do that any time we wanted!"

" 'Imagine' is the key word here," Agnarr answered. "_You're_ the one who imagines stuff. If you turned into a dragon, you'd lose nothing; you could imagine stuff just as well in a Night Fury body as in a human body. But I'm the tinkerer and the craftsman, remember? If I couldn't hold tools or make drawings, I'd _be_ nothing!"

"Hiccup made it work," Agmundr said. "He was an imaginer _and_ a tinkerer, and gave it all up, and he has no regrets. Maybe, when you turn into a dragon, you start thinking like a dragon, and you don't miss the human stuff so much. Besides, what if they changed just me? We wouldn't be separated – not really. I could write to you and you could read, and I could still understand you when you talk. I bet I could even do drawings, if I had a big enough sand-table. And I'd take you for a ride any time you wanted."

Agnarr thought for a second. "Riding around on your back? That just sounds a little bit... weird." He laid a hand on his brother's shoulder. "You can think about it all you want. You can talk to the dragons about it all you want. But I'm begging you, don't _do_ it unless you talk to me first!"

Agmundr nodded readily. "Deal," he said. "I'm still just thinking anyway."

His brother rolled his eyes. "Is that supposed to reassure me? I _know_ what happens when you start thinking!"

Then they heard Varinn's voice. "Could you two give me a hand, please? Gobber wants me to move the anvil to the other side of the forge, and I can't do it alone." They rushed to help the other apprentice, leaving their discussion unfinished.
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When the lone Berserker ship was a day away from Berk, Hiccup gave his father the word. Again, the Vikings swarmed aboard, and again they got no battle because the lone Berserker surrendered at once. He had two peg legs, only one arm, and an eye patch, so he didn't seem to be much of a threat. He insisted that he was a messenger with a special message from Dagur to Chief Stoick. So, after Spitelout interrogated him and Gobber made sure he carried no hidden weapons, they took him to Berk's chief.

Stoick stood in front of the Nest for the occasion. Six threatening-looking Night Furies glared down from the edge of the second floor, alert for any treachery, as the messenger was brought before the chief.

"I am told that you have a message for me," Stoick growled.

"My message from Dagur is that you are badly outnumbered and cut off from the land. Surrendering is your only option. Dagur will be generous with the terms he offers you."

Stoick glanced at Gobber and Spitelout, then back at the dragons. He gave his answer in one shouted word. "NUTS!"

"In that case, I have a second message from Dagur," the messenger went on. He was brave, if nothing else. "Dagur challenges one of your Night Furies to single combat. The losing side will surrender to the winner. But because dragons are bigger than people, the Night Fury cannot fly or use fire."

Hiccup snorted when he heard that. "Sure, why not? But only if Dagur can't use any weapons! We'll just try to lick each other to death!"

"It could end the war for us," Toothless said thoughtfully.

"Dagur can't be trusted to keep an agreement like that," Astrid replied. "He _hates_ us! This is just his way to either win a war he's on the verge of losing, or get himself to Valhalla before his tribe exiles him. No matter who loses, he wins."

"I'm with Astrid on this one," Guana nodded. "He'll cheat somehow. If he could kill a Night Fury, that might be worth losing the war, at least to him. Don't trust him, Hiccup."

"I don't," Hiccup nodded. "Wait a second; let's see how this scene ends."

Stoick couldn't understand what they were saying, of course. But he made a pretty good guess. "I don't give orders to dragons," he rumbled. "Would you like to present your offer to the Night Furies yourself?" The Berserker messenger looked up at the black dragons who were looking down at him. He saw lots and lots of teeth. He shook his head.

"All right," the chief growled. "That settles that. Did you have anything else to say?"

"Yes," the messenger quavered. "Lock me away... set me adrift... but _don't_ send me back to Raca! I've fought dragons, I've fought slaves, I've fought other Vikings, but _none_ of them scare me like Dagur does!"

Stoick thought about that. Finally, he turned to Spitelout. "House him with the last batch of Berserkers who wanted to live here. If he does _anything_ suspicious, give him his wish and lock him up." He turned and stormed up the steps to the Nest.

"You heard what he said," he rumbled at Hiccup. "What do you think?"

DAGUR CAN'T BE TRUSTED. THIS MESSENGER  
>WAS JUST A DESPERATE ATTEMPT TO SALVAGE<br>SOMETHING FROM A WAR HE CAN'T WIN

"I think so, too," his father nodded. "I'd love to send a messenger back to Dagur to give him my answer, but I can't think of anyone I'm willing to lose, and those Berserker deserters won't go."

Hiccup looked thoughtful; his "thoughtful" facial expression was as easy to recognize on his dragon face as it had been on his human face.

YOU MIGHT BE ON TO SOMETHING THERE, DAD

**o**

That night, the nearest of the Berserker villages felt the dragons' rage like they had never felt it before. This was no food raid, or a focused strike on military targets; it was an all-out attack by every dragon in Berk.

First, the Night Furies took out every heavy weapon in the town (which wasn't many). Then the other dragons descended, spitting fire at anything that would burn. The humans tried to fight back, but they didn't do well. The dragons fought differently tonight.

The usual way for humans to fight dragons was to attack each dragon from two or more directions at once, thus ensuring that at least one attack would get through. But tonight, the dragons used a new tactic. Each Nadder, Zippleback, and Nightmare had a Gronckle flying just above and behind it. Nothing the humans tried could break up those pairs of dragons, so they couldn't isolate them. If they attacked from two directions, the two dragons would each handle one attack; if they came in threes or more, the dragons would just lift off and attack somewhere else, while a Night Fury firebolt would send the groups of men flying. Only one dragon flew solo; that was the Snaptrapper, who had regained her strength and wanted some serious payback against the Berserkers. With four heads capable of spitting acid in four directions at once, she didn't need an escort.

When the dragons left, two hours later, the village was a smoking ruin. Not many men had died, but plenty were wounded. The dragons hadn't lost anyone, and their wounds were mostly minor.

"Hiccup, I've got to hand it to you – that 'wingman' idea worked great," Astrid smiled as they led their flock home.

"It all depended on how well the Gronckles could stick to the plan, and they did just fine," he nodded. "We'll try it again tomorrow night."

The plan worked just as well the next night, when they hit the second-closest Berserker village. Again, they virtually leveled the village, leaving nothing but ashes and miserable, homeless Berserkers.

Dagur saw the writing on the wall, and rushed all his remaining heavy weapons to the third-closest village. On the third night, that village was raided... by the Night Furies, who joyously wiped out the heavy weapons, leaving the entire Berserker tribe virtually defenseless. The next real raid came the following night, and they hit the fourth-closest village, which was now undefended. They came back to the third-closest village the night after that, once the defenders from the other towns had gone home.

"They still haven't come up with a counter-tactic to our wingmen!" Guana noticed after that raid.

"They've lost the ones who did all the thinking for them, and now they're just an ordinary bunch of Vikings," Night-fury-six-shooter replied. "Dad can think _circles_ around a bunch like that!"

Town by town, the dragons were methodically wiping the Berserker tribe off the map. The humans' huge advantage in numbers did them no good – Hiccup was too good at outguessing Dagur and hitting his forces where they were least prepared. The other dragons, for their part, had learned some useful lessons from the Night Furies. They didn't land to fight any more than they had to; they stayed in the air and kept moving. That kept their losses down and their injuries minor. It became something like a badge of honor among the Gronckles to come home with a bola wrapped around their legs, but otherwise unharmed.

The capital town of Raca quickly turned into a huge refugee camp, as survivors from the other towns streamed toward the only Berserker town of any consequence that hadn't been burned to the ground yet. The outskirts of the town were filled with tents and makeshift shelters filled with cold, hungry, desperate people. It soon became obvious that the dragons were saving an attack on Raca for last. There was nothing Dagur could do about it. He had plenty of people, but no ships, no heavy weapons, no forges to make anything, and very little food. Too many members of his army were drifting away into the refugee areas to try and help their families survive; some of his advisors, weary of being ignored, were among them. Everyone was watching the skies every night, waiting for the final blow to fall.

When the dragons finally appeared over Raca, they came in broad daylight. They loosed no flames; they bit and clawed no one. They just dropped bundles from their claws, circled the town once, and left. The bundles scattered in mid-air and blanketed Raca with... a message.

It was Stoick who had given Hiccup the idea of sending a message to the Berserkers, but it was Agnarr and Agmundr who made it practical. It would have taken weeks for the Vikings to hand-write hundreds of copies of the message on parchments and squares of used bed sheets. The two young smith's apprentices offered to help, and they had the solution within a few hours. They cut a hardwood block in half, and each of them carved away the runes for half the message in his half of the block. When the halves were rejoined, all they had to do was brush some ink on the block, press it on the paper or fabric, and set the completed message aside to dry. While the dragons raided the last of the Berserker towns, the two ex-Berserkers worked day and night on their contribution to Berk's victory over their former tribe.

The message itself was short and simple, calculated to appeal to the average Viking in the streets, or more specifically, the average Viking in the refugee camps. Stoick and Gobber had labored over the wording, and they got some useful suggestions from Hiccup before producing copies by the hundreds:

_Brave Berserker warriors!_

_Berk has no quarrel with you. Just get rid of the mad chief who brought this disaster on you and your loved ones, renew our treaty of peace, and the war will end. The dragons will plague you no more._

_Signed,  
>Stoick, Chief of Berk<em>

There was no mention of surrender, or defeat, or reparations, or anything else that might make a stubborn Viking dig in his heels. The dragons spread the messages all over Raca, focusing on the refugee areas, then flew home and waited to see what the response might be.

The answer was spotted by the patrolling Nadders three nights later. "Two small ships are sailing towards us," they reported. "Their crews look large for such small ships." Hiccup passed the word to his father.

"In a perfect world, that would be a delegation to end the war and renew the peace treaty," Stoick said thoughtfully. "But this is not a perfect world. If they've come for one last fight to save their honor, we will give them what they want. Let them come."

The Berserker ships drifted silently toward Berk's docks. The two fishing boats were a far cry from the "armada with the strength of fifty thousand men" that had last visited this harbor. They carried about forty men between them. They blew no horn of welcome; no pennants flew from their mastheads.

Lining the shore, waiting for them, were all the warriors of Berk in full battle array. Everyone had his weapon handy, but no weapons were drawn or brandished at the intruders. The catapults were manned, loaded, and aimed. There were no dragons visible from the harbor; they were inside the town, alertly waiting for a signal to rise and attack.

Stoick, Gobber, and Spitelout walked cautiously along the docks to where the two Berserker ships had tied up. A big man with fearsome horns on his helmet stood up in the bow of the lead ship when he saw them coming, and shouted, "Presenting the high chief of the Berserker tribe! Cracker of skulls, slayer of beasts, the great and fearsome... Dagur the _Deposed!_" He gestured toward the second ship, where the high chief of the Berserker tribe was bound, gagged, and tied to the mast. He was struggling to get free, in spite of the utter uselessness of such a gesture.

The big Berserker lowered his voice to a conversational tone. "I am Pugpoodle the Hirsute, and I have been chosen to speak for our temporary leaders' council. We will choose a new chief soon, but before that happens, we thought we should finish our business with Berk."

"What _is_ yer business?" Gobber demanded.

Pugpoodle held out his hand toward another Berserker, who placed a scroll in it. "Our business is to renew our treaty of peace and friendship with the good people of Berk, with whom we have no quarrel. The terms of the treaty have not changed. We will sign it... using black ink... as soon as you are willing. As evidence of our goodwill, we offer you a gift – the highest-ranking prisoner we could find." Again he gestured toward Dagur.

"What do you think?" Stoick asked his friends. "Shall we accept their offer, sign the treaty, and celebrate by treating our guests to a _fine meal?_" Those last two words were especially calculated to appeal to the Berserkers, who were known to be suffering from severe food shortages. Spitelout and Gobber nodded politely.

"Very well, then," the chief said, and turned to Pugpoodle. "You and your men are welcome in Berk. We will sign the treaty just before supper, and offer you any other hospitality you may require." Some of the Berserkers were seen to sigh in relief.

Then he turned to his people and bellowed, "People of Berk! Put away your weapons and return to your everyday lives! The Berserker War is _over!_"

The Berserker delegation expected to hear a mighty cheer in response to that announcement. They weren't expecting a chorus of inhuman roars from within the town as well.
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It took quite a while, and quite a bit of ale, before the Berserker delegation began to relax and enjoy the party that was presented in their honor. Their main worry was that Berk might hold a grudge against them; Vikings take to grudges like a dragon takes to the air. Things might have gone badly if any of Berk's human citizens had been killed or wounded in the war. But that wasn't the case. The closest anyone came was Stoick, whose grandson had taken a spear in the chest, but came back fighting, a fact that brought the chief great pleasure and pride. But Stoick's grandson was a dragon, and Berk's chief wasn't about to admit that in front of the Berserkers.

The treaty had been signed and the hostilities ended. The party had been a success. Pugpoodle and his associates had gotten back in their ships and sent on their way with a parting gift – a dozen sacks of dried fish, which would be appreciated by the homeless, hungry Berserker refugees. Peace returned to Berk.

There were still a few loose ends to tie up, though.

The next day, Stoick climbed to the second floor of the Nest and looked out on the dozens of dragons who called his village home. Hiccup stood beside him, ready to translate his Norse into dragon language, with Astrid, Toothless, and Guana close behind him. Night-fury-smallest-girl was perched on her mother's back so she could see everything.

"Dragons of Berk!" Stoick began. "I speak for all the Vikings of Berk when I say, 'thank you.' You have won a victory for us, the likes of which no Viking has ever seen or heard of.

"Your Night Furies are to be praised for their superb strategy, tactics, and battlefield leadership. Every one of you is to be praised for your courage and determination. Berk is in your debt.

"I know that some of you have lost friends in this war. I know how that feels. Some of you are recovering from wounds, and I know how that feels as well. You have all sacrificed to win this war, and I do not take that lightly.

"I want to show my thankfulness in two ways.

"One: we will erect a standing stone in the center of the town, with the names of all of you engraved on it, along with the names of the dragons who did not come back. Future generations of Berk Vikings will see that stone and remember what you did for us." That was more for the Vikings than for the dragons, he knew, but it was the kind of gesture that chiefs are supposed to make.

"Two: tomorrow's fish catch will belong entirely to you. We won't sort them, keep the best ones for ourselves, and give you the leftovers. Tomorrow, you will feast like the conquering heroes that you are!" That had been Hiccup's suggestion, and it meant a lot more to the dragons than a standing stone. They roared their approval, with a few puffs and streaks of flame thrown in. Stoick waited until they finished before he concluded.

"If the day ever comes when men and dragons live together all over the Northland, then the saga of what you did here will be told and sung from Gaul to the frozen lands. I am proud to have known warriors like you." He glanced at the Night Furies as he said that last part. The dragons cheered again, and the crowd broke up. Some of them were already planning an epic round of gluttony tomorrow.

Hiccup wrote just two words in his sand table.

THANKS, DAD

**o**

The Night Fury twins didn't take part in this ceremony. They were engaged in a very different mission. They were flying north, side by side. Each of them was ridden by one of the Berserker smith twins. Between them, they carried a net, and the net contained a bound, gagged Dagur the Deranged. Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang and Night-fury-six-shooter were taking him into exile, and Agnarr and Agmundr had begged for the chance to go along. After all, someone who spoke Norse had to tell Dagur what was going on, and who better to tell him than two of his most disgruntled ex-subjects?

The dragons glided toward a rocky, lifeless shoreline and set down their burden (none too gently). The human twins cut away Dagur's bonds with their belt knives, and stepped back before he could lash out at them. The former chief of the Berserkers struggled to his feet, rubbed the circulation back into his hands, and looked around him. His surroundings looked familiar.

"This is Dragon Island!" he exclaimed.

"Welcome to your new home," Agnarr smirked.

"You call this punishment?" Dagur exclaimed with an evil grin. "This is like Valhalla to me! I can hunt dragons all day long!"

"Really?" Agmundr wondered. "What will you use for weapons? Your teeth?" Dagur looked around, and saw absolutely nothing that might be useful against a dragon. He couldn't even throw rocks at them – the Gronckles had eaten all the decent-sized rocks years ago.

"There are no living things on this island except dragons," Agnarr began. "They will take turns bringing you fish and firewood, and they'll light a cooking fire for you, _if_ you behave like a civilized Viking. If you make the dragons angry, they'll bring you nothing, and you'll get very hungry. The choice is up to you."

"You mean..." Dagur's knees began to shake. "...I have to be _nice_ to _dragons _if I want to eat?"

"For the rest of your life," Agmundr grinned. "The dragons think the punishment should fit the crime. And don't even _think_ of trying to escape on a boat or a raft or anything like that. The dragons will catch you before you've gone half a mile, bring you right back here, and burn the boat. They're really good at fighting against ships, you know."

"I can't bear this!" Dagur screamed. "What cruel, heartless sadist thought up this inhuman punishment?"

The two sets of twins shared a good laugh at that.

"You think this is _funny?_" the former chief demanded.

"No, we just think your question is funny, because we know the answer," Agnarr smiled. He glanced at his brother, and they said in perfect unison, "It was Hiccup!"

"_Hiccup?_" Dagur was incredulous. "That scrawny little worm never even showed his face in battle! Who gave _him _the right to pass judgment on _me?_" The twin Night Furies and the twin humans had another good laugh at that. Dagur fumed. He looked like he was ready to leap at the twins and strangle them, one hand around each neck, but each of them had a vigilant, dangerous-looking Night Fury bodyguard.

"Maybe you'll figure it out some day," Agnarr said affably, "but probably not. We'll leave you to your meditation. Have a nice, quiet, peaceful life!" They bounded onto the backs of the Night Furies, one of the dragons grabbed the net, and they winged away to the south, leaving Dagur the Deposed screaming in helpless fury, alone on the rocky beach.

Up in the air, the twin smith's apprentices were exulting in the joys of flight. Agmundr, in particular, was thrilled with the sensations of whipping through the air half a mile above the earth.

"Are you still thinking about becoming one of these guys?" Agnarr called.

"Yes, but thinking is all I'm doing," Agmundr nodded. If he could do it on a trial basis, he'd try it in a heartbeat, but the permanence of it made him hesitate. He still had one question that was begging to be answered, and this seemed like the perfect time to ask.

He leaned down, got a good grip around Night-fury-six-shooter's neck, and quietly said, "How fast can you guys go when you really want to _move?_"

He found out. So did Agnarr, half a moment later.

**o**

Back in the nest, the Night Furies were trying to unwind. They had been on a war footing for so long, it was hard to relax. Night-fury-smallest-girl helped by literally walking all over them; she'd been on her own for much of this war, and she wanted some attention.

Hiccup gazed at Toothless. "Once again, you've come to help us fight a battle that wasn't yours. Thank you."

Toothless grinned back. "Once again, _you've_ shown that transforming you was the smartest thing I ever did. The way you led us, and kept outsmarting those Berserkers... I'm going to have to come up with a higher compliment than 'awesome fighting dragon.' You've maxed that one out. Maybe you need a new name, like Night-fury-sky-general."

"Only if all the other dragons like it," Hiccup replied. "I'm used to them calling me New-night-fury. It reminds me of where I came from and where I've been."

"You've got to admit," Night-fury-six-shooter said after a few moments, "that was a pretty cool war."

"No," both Hiccup and Guana said at once. She paused, and he went on. "You wouldn't think that if there hadn't been a dragon with his Power available to heal your brother. There _are_ no good wars; any war is bad. But sometimes there are worse things than fighting. The best that can happen in war is to fight for a good reason, and we did that. We all have every reason to be proud of what we accomplished."

"But...?" wondered Astrid, who expected him to say more.

Hiccup waved his wing around at all the other dragons of Berk. "Look at them! All they want to do is eat, sleep, and raise their young in safety. Give them those things, and they're perfectly happy.

"If only humans could be more like dragons, maybe there wouldn't be any more wars."

_The End_
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_A/N  
>A pair of humans and a pair of Night Furies decide to find a way for dragons and people to talk to each other. That would be enough of an adventure for anyone... but then they need that new skill as they embark on a life-or-death quest without equal in dragon history. Rated T for a bit of gore in chapter 3; the rest of the story would be K+, and the language is all K.<em>

_By public demand, here is the next portion of the "Lightning and Death Itself" story. Some of you wanted to know more about Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang and Night-fury-six-shooter; several wanted to read about Night-fury-smallest-girl and Night-fury-newest-boy; and a few wanted more about Agnarr and Agmundr. I hope all of you find what you were looking for in this story._

_Note that I do not attempt to follow actual geography in this story. If you try to map out the dragons' journey on a map or on a globe, you will almost certainly fail; the landforms I describe either don't exist where I describe them, or are too far apart for a journey of the designated length. This is a work of fiction about talking dragons; realistic geography wasn't high on my list of priorities. Besides, if I put that kind of time into the necessary research, I'd never get the story written. It was hard enough to do the research to find good names for... ummm... for some new characters whom you'll soon meet._

**o**

"Hiccup, how long do Night Furies live?"

Agnarr was paying one of his frequent visits to the Nest, but he wasn't there just to scratch behind Night-fury-smallest-girl's ear flaps this time. Of course, it was inevitable that he'd scratch behind her ears as soon as she made sad eyes at him. He sat on the floor, she laid her head in his lap, and he scratched away while she purred. But he had asked a serious question. Hiccup thought for a moment before replying in his sand table.

TOOTHLESS ONCE SAID, "WE LIVE UNTIL THE VIKINGS  
>KILL US." HE'S JUST UNDER 100 HIMSELF. HE SAID HIS<br>MENTOR'S MENTOR WAS 304 WHEN A CATAPULT GOT HIM.  
>NO ONE KNOWS HOW LONG WE CAN LIVE IF WE CAN<br>AVOID THE SPEARS AND ARROWS

"But… that's not going to happen anymore, right?" The young smith's apprentice and his twin brother had spent years coming up with clever ways to fight and kill dragons, but that was in their Berserker past, not their Berk present. Now that they understood that dragons were intelligent, reasonable creatures, they had no interest in harming them in any way. Indeed, they counted several dragons as actual friends, and that was what lay behind his initial question. At least, that was what Hiccup guessed. He swept the sand flat with his tail and wrote a question of his own.

DOES THIS HAVE SOMETHING TO DO WITH YOUR  
>BROTHER AND MY TWINS?<p>

"Yes," the young man replied, a bit sadly. "You've obviously noticed that Agmundr and I have… kind of paired off with Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang and Night-fury-six-shooter. We love flying together. Actually, we love doing just about anything together. But we were talking yesterday about how much we enjoy each other's company, and that got us wondering… how much time do we have together?

"My brother and I are Vikings; we'll live fifty years if we're lucky. If you guys are going to live for hundreds of years… that's a long time for our Night Fury friends to be missing us. It's not a happy thought."

Astrid sidled over to the sand table.

IT MIGHT MAKE YOU CONSIDER BECOMING  
>NIGHT FURIES YOURSELVES.<p>

"Yeah, it might," Agnarr admitted. "My brother is still weighing the pros and cons of that one. Me, I still can't see myself as a dragon. But it's starting to look like a more attractive option." He looked pensive for a few seconds, then stood (which ended Smallest-girl's ear-scratching session) and made his way down the stairs, lost in thought.

"You're really determined to see those two turned into Night Furies, aren't you?" Hiccup asked his wife with a smile.

"They have every attribute we need – they're brave, they're very smart, they aren't afraid of heights, they get along well with dragons, and they adapt to new situations well," she replied. "They're the kind of people who will make good Night Furies, and we still need as many as we can get. Besides, they like us and we like them."

"And our two daughters will need mates someday, right?" he added.

"I'll admit, the thought crossed my mind," she nodded. "Toothless and Guana's young one is a fine-looking dragon, but there's only one of him. Agmundr likes Night-fury-six-shooter a lot, and you can see how fascinated Agnarr is with Night-fury-smallest-girl. We're Night Furies now, but we used to be Vikings, and I still think of marriages as things that get arranged by the parents. That's us."

"The days when we could hit them with our Power and force them to accept a transformation are long gone," Hiccup said absently, as he watched a light-blue Nadder gliding across the town with her three young children just behind her. "Even if we still had our Power, which we don't. Guana could do it; the twins could, once they're older; but it has to be the boys' decision. They just aren't leaning toward joining us."

"I know," she said. "I guess all we can do is watch and see how it plays out."

**o**

The two sets of twins met on the beach later that afternoon for one of the young Night Furies' favorite rituals. The dragons would roll over on their backs; the boys would don their heavy gloves from the forge, throw handfuls of sand on their dragon friends' bellies, and rub vigorously, giving the dragons a combination belly-rub and belly-scratch that they totally loved. When the Night Furies had finally had enough, they would wade into the surf to rinse the sand off, and come out feeling perfectly relaxed.

Today, Night-fury-six-shooter wanted some extra attention from Agmundr while Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang rinsed off. She glanced at her human friend as she wriggled on her back, and let out a happy yowl. Agmundr had no idea what she was trying to tell him, of course, so he glanced at the other Night Fury, who was right-side-up and able to write. He came out of the water far enough to find some sand to write on.

SHE SAYS RUB A LITTLE MORE TO THE RIGHT.

"Thanks, Bang," Agmundr smiled, and did as his big black friend had asked. "How's that, Six?" She closed her eyes and let her tongue hang out in bliss. Then the young man's face darkened for a moment. "We really need to do something about the language barrier between us."

"It's not that big a barrier," Agnarr noted, then ducked as his own dragon-friend shook himself dry. "They understand us very well – their parents raised them bilingual. We understand them when they write in the dirt; it just takes them a minute to write what they're thinking."

WE DON'T MIND WRITING FOR YOU.  
>YOU'RE VERY PATIENT WITH US.<p>

"Thanks," Agmundr replied, "but it's still frustrating at times. You guys can't talk to us when we're in the air, and we're in the air together a _lot_."

"There isn't much we can do about that," his brother replied. "They're physically unable to speak Norse, and we're physically unable to speak _or_ understand dragon speech."

Agmundr stepped aside and took off his gloves as Night-fury-six-shooter rolled right-side-up and dove into the surf. "I know Hiccup told us that dragon speech is full of overtones and undertones that we can't hear, but how big a deal is that?"

MAY I DEMONSTRATE?

"Go for it, Bang," they both said in unison. The dragon let out four warbling roars in a row.

DID THOSE FOUR SOUNDS SOUND DIFFERENT TO YOU?

The human twins glanced at each other. "They all sounded the same to me," Agmundr shrugged; his brother nodded agreement.

FIRST I SAID, I'D LIKE TO BE YOUR FRIEND.  
>THEN I SAID, I WISH I COULD FLY LIKE YOU.<br>THEN I SAID, I LIKE YOUR COLORATION.  
>THEN I SAID, I WOULD LIKE TO MATE WITH YOU.<br>THE OVERTONES DO MAKE A DIFFERENCE.

"I guess they do!" Agnarr blurted out.

Night-fury-six-shooter rejoined them on the beach, and added her own thoughts to the discussion.

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN WE UNDERSTAND  
>YOUR WORDS, BUT NOT YOUR MEANING.<br>LIKE WHEN YOU SAY SOMETHING IS A BIG  
>DEAL. HOW MUCH DOES A SMALL DEAL HAVE<br>TO GROW BEFORE IT BECOMES A BIG DEAL?

"Umm..." Agmundr stammered. "Agnarr, do you want to try and explain that to them?"

THERE'S NO NEED – WE FIGURED IT OUT.  
>WE'VE LEARNED TO UNDERSTAND THE<br>TWO OF YOU PRETTY WELL. WE MIGHT  
>NOT DO SO WELL WITH OTHER VIKINGS.<p>

"Okay, we're agreed – there are a few issues on both sides of our communication," Agnarr nodded. "But, all in all, I think we do pretty well understanding each other, considering how we're two completely different species."

I AGREE.

ME TOO.

They all looked at Agmundr, who hadn't responded. He finally said, "I think it would be great if there was a language that we all could speak and understand."

I DOUBT VERY MUCH IF SUCH  
>A LANGUAGE EXISTS.<p>

That was Night-fury-six-shooter. Her human friend read her runes in the sand and shook his head.

"Then we'll just have to invent one."

Agnarr knew that look on his brother's face. "We're starting a new project, aren't we?" It wasn't a question.


	65. The Next Generation, Chapter 2

**Night Furies: the Next Generation** Chapter 2

Night-fury-smallest-girl was bored out of her mind.

"Go flying," her father suggested. She'd already done that for half the morning and most of the afternoon. It's not like she hated flying – she loved it as much as any Night Fury. But sometimes she wanted something new and different to do. There were only so many ways to drill holes in the clouds. She wasn't like her father, who loved flying for the sake of flying; she took after her mother, who saw flight as a means to achieve a goal. Today, she didn't have a goal and was trying to find one.

"Go visit your Uncle Toothless' nest," her mother suggested. Yeah, right – her mother _never _seemed to let up on _that _theme! She really meant, "Go visit your Uncle Toothless' son." Of course, Night-fury-newest-boy was a fine dragon; he was smart, patient but firm with the other dragons, and he wasn't full of himself. A lot like his father, in fact. He was also her only option as a future partner – there weren't any other young male Night Furies around, except her own big brother – and they both knew it. So did their parents, and that made for some awkward moments together, especially now that they were old enough to understand all the implications.

Lady-night-fury, Night-fury-newest-boy's mother, had recently complained to her mate that the two young dragons were spending too much time alone together. "That's how trouble starts," she said forcefully.

"You're still thinking like a human, my shepherd girl," Night-fury teased her, knowing that she hated being called that. "What's trouble for Vikings is good and natural for dragons, and the sooner they get into that kind of 'trouble,' the better off we'll all be."

"What are you talking about, Father?" Newest-boy had asked.

"I'm talking about you and Night-fury-smallest-girl mating some day," he replied matter-of-factly.

Both young dragons had squirmed at the thought. "Eww!" Night-fury-newest-boy had exclaimed. "I can't mate with her. She's my friend!"

"Yeah. It'd be so weird," Night-fury-smallest-girl had nodded. They'd both flown off in opposite directions, and hadn't discussed the incident after that.

Of course, it didn't matter – neither of them was remotely old enough to consider such an action. Night-fury-smallest-girl was a little under nine feet long and was a bit less than a year old; dragons didn't mate until they reached their adult size, which happened during their third year. Night-fury-newest-boy was just a friend. Sometimes he was fun to hang out with, but sometimes he could be a bit of a bore; he took his responsibility as a future leader of the nest _very_ seriously. Her older brother and sister still treated her like a hatchling most of the time, but at least they understood the concept of "fun." And their human friends...

Yeah. She'd find that foursome and see what kind of mischief they were cooking up.

She found them down on the beach, talking and staring intently at a series of nonsense drawings the human twins had made. There were rows and rows of dots, dashes, slashes, curves and other simple figures that meant nothing to her, but which seemed to fascinate the two sets of twins. She landed, stuck her head between her brother and her sister, and asked them, "What's up?"

"We're inventing a language," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang answered distractedly.

"What's wrong with the one we've got?" she demanded.

"We're making up a way for humans and dragons to talk to each other," Night-fury-six-shooter explained. "It's made of sounds that both kinds of beings can make and hear." Night-fury-smallest-girl began to say something, but her sister held up a paw. "Before you ask any more questions, can I write out what we just said, so our humans can understand?"

As Night-fury-six-shooter scratched her runes in the sand, Night-fury-smallest-girl complained, "It must be hard, having to communicate so slow."

"That's one of the things we're trying to fix with this language," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang replied. "It won't be a complex language with thousands of words, just a few important ones, so we can tell each other things like, 'Look straight down,' or 'My tail hurts,' or 'So long, and thanks for all the fish'."

The boys finished reading the dragon's runes. Agnarr turned to face Night-fury-smallest-girl. He was nice like that; he treated her just like he treated any other dragon. "What we're doing, Smallest-girl, is making up a list of sounds that all of us can make, and all of us can hear. I'm drawing them as pictures so we can remember them, and copy them on paper later. A long line means a long sound, and a short dash means a quick sound."

Night-fury-smallest-girl caught on. She laboriously wrote,

DOES A FAT LINE MEAN A LOW TONE, AND  
>A THIN LINE MEAN A HIGH-PITCHED SOUND?<p>

"Yes, exactly – very good!" Agnarr exclaimed. "You dragons can recognize at least a dozen different pitches when you talk to each other, not counting the overtones, but we can't do that. We'll limit our common language to five tones – middle, low, very low, high, and very high. We've got other symbols for different kinds of sounds like growls, snarls, warbles, and snorts. We're kind of making an alphabet for our language. When we have enough different sounds to work with, we'll start making words out of them."

"It will probably sound like baby talk to you dragons," Agmundr added, "and it will sound like a bunch of animal noises to most Vikings. But once we learn it, we'll be able to talk to each other."

CAN I LEARN IT TOO?

"Of course you can!" both boys burst out. Agnarr continued, "It won't be a secret for just the four of us. We'll open it up to anyone who wants to learn it... but I have a feeling there won't be many takers. Most Vikings aren't curious enough to put the time and effort into learning a new language if it won't help them in trade or in war."

"I bet Hiccup and Astrid will want to learn it," his brother grinned, "just so they won't wonder what we're saying when we're talking in front of them."

"I'm sure you're right," Agnarr nodded. "Let's get back to the sounds you dragons can make." Night-fury-smallest-girl got bored and wandered off long before the supper hour arrived, but by that time, the other four had cataloged all the distinct sounds they had in common, and had even decided what they would call each other in their new language. They knew the real work was just beginning, but it felt good to accomplish something.

When the young dragons and their human friends returned to the Nest that evening, New-night-fury was intrigued with how they'd spent the day. "Count me in on this new language," he said firmly. "I'm sure you want this to be your own personal project, but if you hit any rough spots, I'd be glad to help. I know I want to learn it once it's done."

"I suppose I'll have to learn it too," Night-fury-mother-of-twins added. "If I don't, you'll use it to say things in front of me that you don't want me to hear." The young dragons winked at each other (a gesture they'd picked up from Agnarr and Agmundr) and nodded their agreement.

DOES THIS NEW LANGUAGE  
>HAVE A NAME?<p>

Hiccup always asked the hard questions! Agnarr turned to Agmundr. "You're the one who gets the ideas. What do you think we should call it?"

"Hmmm." Agmundr didn't have to think for long. "I once heard that people who are good with words are called wordsmiths, and smithing is what we know best, so we'll call it Forge."

Night-fury-smallest-girl had flown out to the Dragon Island nest when she'd gotten bored. She found all the dragons fishing for cod; they hadn't found much to eat at breakfast time, but the fish were here now, so the nest fished now. She told the other Night Furies about the twins' project. They weren't very interested.

"We don't deal with humans very much out here," Night-fury said. "If we do, I know a few words, and my mate understands Norse perfectly and knows how to write."

"Mother is teaching me to understand some human sounds," Night-fury-newest-boy added, "but this language doesn't sound like something I'd ever use." He swooped down on a fish that strayed too near the surface, caught it with his front claws, and quickly realized it was too big for him to swallow.

"I'll trade you," said Lady-night-fury, who held a smaller fish. Her son tossed his big fish to her; she caught it in the air and swallowed it neatly, and tossed him her own fish in exchange. She licked her lips. "Now _that's_ a trick I never thought I'd be doing a year ago!"

Like the other young Night Furies, Night-fury-smallest-girl had grown up knowing that some of her kind hatched from eggs, and some were transformed from humans. It didn't seem strange to her. But to those humans, it remained a source of wonder. The only exception was Uncle Toothless, whose human past was so distant that he'd completely left it behind.

So they didn't want to learn the new language, did they? Fair enough. When she could talk to the various twins in words that the Dragon Island dragons couldn't understand, that would be _their_ bad luck. She smiled at the thought as she turned away.

"Hey, Night-fury-smallest-girl?" Toothless' son called. "Try and stay out of trouble for a few days, just to surprise me, okay?"

"I'll tell you what I'll do," she called back. "I'll surprise you by finding a brand-new kind of trouble to get into. Deal?"

"That's not what I had in mind," Night-fury-newest-boy grimaced. "_Please_ be careful." He was boring, stodgy, and predictable, but he really liked her. He was also smart, determined, and (she hated to admit it) very good-looking. She loved to shake him up, just to watch his reaction, but she never wanted to really upset him. That wasn't fun.

Speaking of fun, how would she find a brand-new kind of trouble to get into? She had no idea. But at least she finally had a goal that was worth pursuing.

Today had turned out to be a pretty good day after all.
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_A/N From now to the end of this story, _underlined text_ means someone is speaking in Forge, the new language that the smith twins and the Night Fury twins invented together. Normal text will show human speech, and will also show the dragons speaking dragon-language. I tried using italics to show the humans speaking Norse, and it made things more confusing, not less. The best way to tell the two languages apart is to keep track of who's speaking._

**o**

It didn't take the assorted twins long to get their new language working. It was far from complete, of course; they knew that, if they succeeded, they'd keep adding new words all their lives. But they had a basic vocabulary in place, and even if they couldn't say much more than "Good morning, how are you?" and "I'm fine," it was still fun to say it in a way that all four of them could understand.

Night-fury-smallest-girl didn't exactly work at learning the new words (that would be boring), but she picked them up by listening to the others, and she had no trouble making herself understood. New-night-fury worked diligently at it, which surprised no one. Night-fury-mother-of-twins had to work a little harder at it than her mate did.

"It sounds like we're talking with a mouth full of fish," she complained. "I've really gotten used to the richness of our dragon voices, and now we're setting that aside?"

"Only to talk to the humans," Hiccup answered. "The poor, frail creatures can't hear all that richness anyway." Astrid saw him use the phrase "poor, frail creatures" as his father walked by, and laughed out loud. But she knew what he meant.

As the smith-apprentice twins had suspected, there wasn't much interest among the Vikings of Berk in learning to talk to dragons. Their actual reactions were varied, but they all boiled down to the same thing.

"Listening to my wife talk all day and all night isn't enough – you want me to listen to my dragon, too?"  
>"I've got a growing family and a growing Gronckle to feed; I don't have time for language lessons."<br>"I already know what my dragon would say. 'Feed me, feed me, feed me!' "

Snotlout, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut were equally disinterested. When Agmundr asked them why, Snotlout summed it up nicely. "We know Fishlegs is going to leap at a chance like this, and if he likes something, that means we should avoid it. No, thanks!" He was right about Fishlegs, though. He and Meatlug enthusiastically joined the project and formed the third dragon/rider pair who could talk to each other.

Most of the other dragons were intrigued at the idea, but saw no point in trying it if their riders didn't want to learn it too.

For the sake of getting more practice, Agnarr and Agmundr started talking to each other in Forge, even when their dragon friends weren't around. When they needed a word that wasn't in their vocabulary, they'd drop back to speaking Norse for a few seconds, then return to their new tongue. Gobber had to get used to hearing a new kind of conversation around the forge, with sentences that sounded like, "Snarl sna-ARL gurgle grunt-grunt growl alloyed with some tin to make it malleable, moan growl MOAN snar-r-r-rl." It was especially jarring when one of the Night Furies stuck its head in the forge window and made dragon noises, and one of the twins answered in kind.

Of course, a conversation like that was certain to catch young Varinn's attention. Gobber's "other, other apprentice" didn't have a lot to do, now that the master smith had three young apprentices, two of whom were already quite skillful. He'd been conscripted into the forge during the Berserker War because the tribe foresaw a huge need for weapons repairs, but that need never materialized because the dragons of Berk did all the fighting in that war. He'd started learning some serious smithcraft instead, and while he was far from equaling the ex-Berserker twins in skill or technique, he was somewhat more reliable than they were, and Gobber was reluctant to let him go. Varinn insisted that the twins explain what they were talking about, and he quickly began his own language lessons. Once his curiosity was appeased, he kept at it so he could teach Forge to Scrubby, and as soon as the other Terrible Terrors heard him conversing with their small reptilian friend, they had to learn it too. Then Scrubby's mother, Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm, wanted to know what was going on, and she began learning some Forge words. The twins' little project was slowly gaining momentum.

One morning, Gobber informed Agnarr and Agmundr that he didn't have much work, Varinn had that work covered, and the twins could take the day off. They glanced at each other as they left the forge.

"What we do today?" Agmundr asked, speaking Forge.

"We fly today," Agnarr answered. "Dragons like fly." Of course they did! It took no persuading to get all four of them into the air and headed out to sea for the day. It was an ideal chance to practice their new language on each other, now that they would have no access to dirt or sand tables for several hours. They didn't have that many words to share yet, but the ones that they had were usually enough, seeing how most of their in-flight dialog consisted of "Look left" (or right or up or down) and "What is that?"

They stopped for lunch at a small, uninhabited islet in the middle of nowhere. The Night Furies left their humans there, did some fishing, brought their catch back to where the twins had gathered some driftwood, and lit the campfire. They all enjoyed their lunch together, put out the fire, and resumed their relaxed flight.

After a few hours, Night-fury-six-shooter said to Agmundr, "We go home soon?"

"Yes," her rider answered. "Soon be night. If we miss supper, we hungry. Do not want!" He called to his brother and the other dragon, "We go home."

"Look left," Agnarr called back. "Island."

"What island?" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang asked. "Vikings there? Safe for dragons?"

"I don't know," Agnarr replied. "Fly fast, look fast, go home." The dragons banked gracefully together and overflew the unknown island. It was covered in pine trees and looked quite pleasant. There was no evidence that people might be there, except a handful of dilapidated small boats that looked so old, they might have been abandoned.

Suddenly a crossbow bolt screamed through the air toward them. It didn't miss Night-fury-six-shooter by much. "Arrow!" Agmundr screamed – they hadn't made a word for "crossbow bolt" yet. "Go up fast!" The dragons were already taking evasive action as they climbed; they didn't need a warning in Forge to tell them what was happening.

Then a volley of bolts flew out of the trees at them, and there were too many to dodge. Night-fury-six-shooter caught one in her tail, and another struck one of her ribs. She screamed; Agmundr leaned over to pull out the one in her rib, only to feel another bolt pierce his forearm and pin him to his dragon for a few seconds. At the same time, a bolt hit Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang in the hind leg. A second one would have hit him in the shoulder, but Agnarr's leg was in the way. By the time their unknown assailants had reloaded their crossbows, the dragons had gained enough height to be out of range.

"Take us home," Agmundr gasped, abandoning Forge for Norse.

"Too far away," his brother groaned. "Back to where we ate lunch! We need to bandage these wounds quickly." The Night Furies turned back and flew as quickly as they could. Their landings were not graceful; those wounds hurt. All four of them were bloodstained and shocked.

The boys pulled out the bolts, and they all soaked their wounds in salt water for a few minutes, until Agnarr spotted a shark fin approaching the shore. He and Agmundr tore up their tunics to make bandages, and they did the best they could to patch the wounds, first for their dragons, then for each other. They sat down and took stock of their situation.

"Who did that?" Six asked.

"Outcasts," Agmundr decided. In Norse, he added, "No one else uses crossbows in this part of the world. They must have been a scouting party, looking for food or resources on other islands." He flexed his fingers and winced. "_Torden og lyn_, that hurts!"

"How well can you fly?" Agnarr asked the dragons.

"Hurts, but can fly home," Bang answered. Six just nodded, then asked, "You okay?"

"I think we'll make it," Agmundr replied. "Let's rest for a minute, then get home." The dragons lay down, and the boys leaned back against them. They actually rested for almost half an hour before they felt like they could try flying again. The flight home was very quiet.

When they got back to Berk, most of the town was eating in the Mead Hall. No one noticed their arrival except the watchdragon, who was guarding against any attempts on the lives of the Night Furies. Tonight, it was Barf and Belch's turn to be on duty; they took one look at the injured twins and let out a roar that woke the other dragons, and those roars alarmed the entire village. Hiccup and Astrid were the first to reach the scene.

"What happened?" Astrid burst out. Hiccup asked the same thing in Forge. The four answered in their own native languages, all at once, but the dragons figured out the story anyway. By that time, some of the Vikings, including Gobber, had reached them.

Gobber turned to Varinn. "Go tell Gothi she's got customers, two large an' two small," he ordered. "We'll bring th' casualties to her, but she's gonna have a long night tonight." The young man nodded and dashed away. "What happened to ye?" he demanded of Agnarr.

"Outcast ambush," he answered as he slowly slid off his dragon, favoring his injured leg and trying not to put any stress on Bang's hurt leg. "We thought the island was uninhabited; it was probably a scouting party that got us."

"We each caught a crossbow bolt," Agmundr added, "except for Six; she got two of them and a piece of mine. None of the wounds are serious, but they hurt like crazy."

"All four o' ye, follow me to Gothi's," the old smith ordered. "After the beatin' the Outcasts got from yer dragons, they probably have nothin' but old iron to use fer their bolt tips. They're probably rusty, and that can kill ye. We'll take no chances with any of ye." He led the two injured boys and the two injured Night Furies, accompanied by most of Berk's dragons and a few curious Vikings, to the shack where the town's mystic and healer lived.

It was, indeed, a long night for Gothi.

**o**

_A/N  
>If you want to understand the references to Varinn, Scrubby, and the Terrible Terrors, you'll need to read another story of mine, <span>A Nadder's Mystery<span>._
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None of the twins was wounded that seriously. But their injuries, and the stitches that bound them up, were painful, and all four of them were considered "off duty" until they had healed. Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang and Agnarr both had trouble walking, Agmundr couldn't hold or swing any forge tools, and Night-fury-six-shooter was grounded until her tail was fully functional again. With nothing to do except sit around and talk all day, they worked on adding more words to their language, and helping the other Forge-speakers learn them.

Two mornings after the attack, as the smith twins were getting ready for breakfast, Agmundr told his brother, "I had a really weird dream last night."

"You, too?" Agnarr exclaimed. "Tell me yours, then I'll tell you mine."

"Okay," his brother agreed. "I saw a mountain – it was like a volcano, but it was full of water instead of fire – and there was a dragon standing on the edge. It looked like a Monstrous Nightmare, but it didn't have any wings, and it was red and gold colored. It looked right at me and said –"

"...'I can help you'," Agnarr finished.

His brother stared. "You had the same dream?"

"Exactly the same," Agnarr said. "Except for one thing – I noticed that the sun was coming up behind that mountain."

"Now that you mention it, I remember that, too," Agmundr nodded. "I don't think we need Gothi to tell us this could be important."

"For sure. The question is, where is this mountain, and what is this dragon?"

"For me, the question is, what kind of help do we need?" Agmundr replied.

"We're supposed to see Gothi after breakfast anyway," Agnarr said. "She wants to see how our wounds are healing. We'll ask her about it while we're there. They say she knows about dreams." They ate their meal, rounded up their dragon friends, and made their way to Gothi's shack. They hoped the visit would be uneventful, because Gobber wasn't there to interpret her picture-speech. She checked the dragons' wounds first, nodded, and put on fresh bandages. Then she cut away the bandage around Agmundr's arm.

She gasped in horror, and that needed no translation. The flesh around the edges of the wound was not pink or red. It was black.

She prodded it with a small blunt instrument; the flesh seemed to respond normally. She pricked it with a pointed instrument; Agmundr winced, and the new wound bled slightly, but there was no evidence of infection. Gothi was clearly mystified. The mystery deepened when she saw black around the edges of Agnarr's wound as well. Their dragons were concerned, but dragons knew nothing about treating wounds, except the extreme example of using their Power for a complete healing.

Finally, Gothi made some gestures that Agnarr thought he understood. "We should go get Gobber?" The aged healer nodded. "Agmundr, you've got two good legs; you go get him." Agmundr nodded and left at a run. He was back with the smith in fifteen minutes. They barely got in the door before she began drawing pictures in her sand table with her staff.

Gobber read the pictures and translated them into Norse. "She's wantin' to know if ye ate a live pigeon." Gothi whacked him with her staff. "Isn't that a pigeon? Oh, now I see. She's wantin' to know if ye did anything different or unusual to yer wounds since she bandaged 'em."

"No." "No, we didn't." Gothi shook her head again. Then she glanced out the door at the two Night Furies who were waiting outside. She suddenly looked a lot more serious. She drew more pictures.

"Now she's wantin' to know if ye got any dragon's blood in yer wounds."

"I probably did," Agnarr said. "We were a total mess by the time we landed."

"I _know_ I did," Agmundr added. "The same bolt hit both of us."

Gothi shook her head once more, and drew one small picture in the sand. Gobber didn't even bother interpreting it.

It was a death's head.

The twins stared at it in silence. When they finally looked up, one looked at Gothi and the other at Gobber.

"Every now an' then during th' wars, a wounded man would get some dragon's blood on 'im," the smith said sadly. "Most o' the men suffered no ill effects. But with some men, dragon's blood acted like poison in 'em. With you two bein' twins, if it affects one of ye, it'll affect ye both." Gothi nodded solemnly.

"How long?" Agnarr asked in a small voice.

Gothi wrote quickly, and Gobber translated. "If it's a small dose, ye might have a few weeks. Big dose... a few days. The two o' ye are small an' wiry, so it wouldn't take much to make a big dose fer ye. How do ye feel?"

"I feel normal, I guess," Agmundr replied. His brother nodded. "What should we expect?"

Gothi drew. "Pain," Gobber said sadly. "Screamin' fiery agony in every part o' yer bodies. She says ye'll beg us to put ye out of yer misery; that means th' end is about two days away. There's nothin' she can do fer ye – even her best pain-deadeners don't work against dragon's-blood poisoning. She's sorry." He took a deep breath and let it out. "So am I."

"Maybe they can knock us out with dragon-nip grass, and make it easier that way," Agmundr wondered. "Hey, wait a minute! Agnarr, what about that dream we had?"

Agnarr related the dream. Gothi considered the matter for a few seconds, then found a leather pouch on a shelf. From inside, she pulled out a handful of small bones, shook them in her hand for a few seconds, then cast them on the floor. She squatted down and examined how they fell. After what seemed like forever, she drew some more pictures in her sand table.

"She says it's a true dream if ye both had it. If ye can find this dragon, that might be yer only hope. She suggests leavin' immediately, 'cause it'll be a very long journey, an' yer time might be short."

The twins nodded to each other. Agnarr spoke for both of them. "There's no one here we should say good-bye to, except you, Gobber. Thank you for all the kindness you've shown to a couple of former Berserkers. If anyone asks where we went, tell them we're chasing the sunrise."

"How are we going to get there, wherever 'there' is?" Agmundr asked.

"We'll start by asking our friends out there," Agnarr decided. They waited until Gothi replaced their bandages, then stepped outside.

"Big problem," Agnarr began.

"We hear everything," Bang cut him off. "We fly together, find answer together, you live."

"We fly now," Six added.

"Six, you're not allowed to fly with your wounded tail!" Agmundr protested.

"I not fly, I get better, you die. Do not want!" Six said firmly. "I fly, I hurt, you live. We fly together."

"We should pack some food first, and a change of clothing," Agnarr decided. "That won't take long, and it might be important. I have a feeling our dragon on the mountain is a very, very long way away from here." They all nodded. They also packed extra bandages, some rope and other useful tools, heavy coats, a tent and sleeping rolls, and some dried fish for the dragons.

They were stowing everything in large leather drawstring bags when New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins overflew them and quickly spiraled down to join them. They took in the scene at a glance.

"And where, precisely, do you two think you're going?" their mother demanded.

"Agnarr and Agmundr got some of our blood in their wounds," Night-fury-six-shooter explained. "It's going to kill them in a matter of weeks, maybe days. They had a dream about a dragon in the east who can help them. We're going to take them to find that dragon."

"We have to," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang added. "They're our friends."

"Where is this dragon?" New-night-fury wanted to know.

"We don't know. Somewhere in the east," Night-fury-six-shooter answered. "Mother, Father, please don't tell us 'no.' This is something we have to do."

"You're going into unknown territory, far away from any help, probably surrounded by dragon-hating humans!" Night-fury-mother-of-twins burst out. "I could lose both of you at once, and I'd never even know what happened! Hiccup, help me out here."

Hiccup didn't dare let himself smile, but he was smiling on the inside. "Could this be the Viking girl who couldn't wait to face battle and win glory? When did you get so nervous?"

"It's different when we're talking about my own children," she retorted.

New-night-fury was more thoughtful. "Astrid, I was a human who rode a dragon once. If my dad had found out about Toothless, he would have disowned me and put me out of the tribe. I ran a huge risk for Toothless' sake, and I know he would have done the same for me. That human-dragon bond is a rare and amazing thing. Of all the Vikings in Berk who ride dragons, only Fishlegs has come close to that.

"Now we're seeing the same situation played out in our twins' lives. They've bonded with humans, and those humans are good ones. All of a sudden, they're facing a mortal threat together. I know they're our children, Astrid, but they aren't children any more. They're almost two years old! They've been in battle, they've endured hardship, they've learned all the lessons we can teach them. We can't hold them back any more."

"Hiccup, I laid their eggs! I watched them hatch, and greeted them at the shore when they called me 'Mama!' You act like it's an easy thing you're asking of me."

"No, I know it's not easy," Hiccup said slowly. "I love them too. But they're Night Furies. We'll have to let them fly someday. That day just came."

"And if I refuse?" she demanded.

"Then two fine young men are going to die," Hiccup said.

"One of our children could use his Power to heal those fine young men, couldn't he?" she asked. "That would solve the problem without anyone going anywhere."

"Would it, Mother?" Night-fury-six-shooter cut in. "I thought the Power always involved dragons in some way – either healing a dragon or turning a human into a dragon. No one knows if healing a human would work."

"And if it doesn't," her brother added, "then one of us has wasted his Power, we've all wasted some time, and we'd still have to fly to the east to find our dragon on the mountain."

"I totally do _not_ like this," Astrid said reluctantly. "Hiccup, one of us should go with them."

"Have you forgotten you'll be laying an egg in a week or so?" Hiccup reminded her gently. "I have to stay with you so I can help feed you and our new little one. We can't go with the twins."

"Then I will," came a voice from overhead. Night-fury-smallest-girl landed neatly, folded her wings, and stood beside her big sister and brother.

Both her parents nearly exploded.

"Oh, no, you don't, young lady!" Astrid exclaimed. "You're still a yearling!"

"This isn't your quest, Smallest-girl," Hiccup said at the same time. "You're staying right here."

"How are you going to make me stay – sit on me?" she challenged them.

To her amazement, it was her brother who dropped a paw on her tail.

"Little sister, I used to dream of excitement and battle and having fun, just like you" he told her. "Then I went into battle for real, and it wasn't much fun at all. Adventures don't just make you late for dinner. They can be scary, and they can be dangerous. This is the third time I've been attacked and hurt. Trust me, you won't like it. I know you're bored and you want something fun to do, but this isn't it."

"If anybody had told you that beforehand, would you have believed them?" she demanded.

"No, I probably wouldn't," he admitted.

"So do you expect me to believe you now?"

Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang sighed. "I wish you would, but realistically, I guess you won't."

"It doesn't matter if you believe him or not," her father said. His tone was mild, but there was a threat behind his words. "You are _not _going on a joyride with your brother and your sister."

"Can you give me one good reason why not?" she challenged him.

"Because if something bad happens to all three of you, that doesn't just mean three dead Night Furies and two grieving parents," her mother jumped in. "It means a huge setback for the entire Night Fury species." She crouched down to look her daughter in the eyes. "I'm not trying to be cruel. Believe me, I know exactly how you're feeling. Your father is right about me and glory and the thrill of battle. But my life isn't just about me, and your life isn't just about you. We both owe it to the Night Furies to be responsible, because we are the transmitters of life. The same duty that's keeping me here is going to keep you here."

"Doesn't my sister have that same duty?"

"Yes, but she also has a duty to help her human friend. Any of the three of us can lay eggs, but only your sister can help Agmundr. Your father is right – I can't go on this mission, and you can't, either. No backtalk, young lady!" She gave Smallest-girl a mild swat. "_That's_ the end of the discussion."

Night-fury-smallest-girl looked to her father, who shook his head. She stalked off indignantly as her parents shared a TrueSight with their son and daughter. The human twins secured their bags on the backs of the dragon twins, mounted up, and they soared into the midday sky. In a matter of minutes, they were out of sight.
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The wind in Agnarr's face was strong, but refreshing. He glanced over at Agmundr, and wasn't surprised to see a huge smile on his brother's face. Agmundr had fallen in love with flying from the first moment he'd climbed onto a dragon's back, and he'd probably never get tired of it until his dying day. Unfortunately, that day might be a lot closer than they'd expected.

"Question: you really feel okay?" Agnarr called, speaking in Forge.

"I really feel okay, no pain, nothing bad," Agmundr replied. "You really feel okay?"

"Yes, really." He switched to Norse for clarity. "Let's compare memories of that dream, so we don't miss any important clues."

"Okay. I remember a volcano full of water, with the sun coming up kind of behind it."

" 'Kind of' behind it?" Agnarr pressed him.

"Yes, it was a bit to the left of the mountain."

"That might be _very_ important. I don't remember exactly where the sun was. If it was the way you remember, that means the mountain was a little to the south of us, as well as to the east."

"So we should head east-southeast, not due east," Agmundr concluded. "Got that, Six?" Both dragons banked gracefully and turned slightly to their right. They discussed the rest of the dream in detail, but could draw no new conclusions.

On they flew. The dragons wanted to race, because they didn't know how much time their human friends had left. The smith twins wanted to go slow, so the dragons wouldn't wear themselves out at the very beginning of what promised to be an extremely long journey. Their trip became a series of slow speed-ups, each of which would end when one of the humans would call, "Too fast! Go slow!" They flew high, just in case they encountered another tribe that had invented the crossbow and was eager to use it on anything that moved.

By the end of their first day, they had crossed what would now be called Norway and Sweden, made their way over a wide body of water that was partly frozen, and made landfall again in modern-day Finland. They found a clear spot by a lake where the dragons could go fishing, made their camp, cooked and ate some trout that the Night Furies caught for them, and lay down to sleep.

"We're already a long ways away from Berk," Agnarr said sleepily. "We're going to go places that no Viking has ever gone before."

"Maybe we should be making a map as we go," his brother suggested. "Too bad we didn't bring paper or drawing sticks."

"Oh, well," Agnarr said as he closed his eyes. "I hope we can find our way home again."

Neither one said what they both were thinking – "If we live that long."

They slept well; the Night Furies had to wake them up with fish-breath to get them moving the next morning. The dragons caught a couple of fish from the lake for their human friends, then stuffed themselves with raw fish while the human twins cooked and ate their meal. They struck camp, packed their belongings, and –

"Look up, right!" Night-fury-six-shooter exclaimed. "Thing flying!"

"Two things flying," her brother added.

Agmundr looked at his brother and did a facepalm; he didn't bother looking up. "I think we've been followed."

Within a minute, Night-fury-smallest-girl and Night-fury-newest-boy landed in their clearing, looking very pleased with themselves. The older dragons were almost flaming mad; the humans weren't sure what to do.

"You two need go home," Agnarr suggested.

Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang was a little bit less diplomatic. "You little idiots better turn around and get yourselves home, _now!_ Can you imagine the tail-smacks Mother and Father are going to give you?"

"That's _why_ we're not going home," Smallest-girl replied saucily. "We're going to go with you, and come back as heroes, so they won't swat us!"

"No, you're not," Six-shooter answered. "We're just going to sit down and wait here until you get bored and turn back, even if it takes days."

"I don't want to sound cruel," Smallest-girl said, "but your human friends can't wait that long."

Bang grimaced. "She's got us there." He turned to Newest-boy. "And you! I thought you were the responsible one! What are _you_ doing here?"

"Looking out for her," he answered, as though it were obvious. "One small Night Fury in the wilderness is begging for trouble. She told me what she was going to do, and I tagged along to keep her safe. Plus, I figured she'd need an extra pair of eyes to help find you."

"Well, you found us, and she's safe now, or _safer_ now, so you might as well go home," Six-shooter suggested firmly.

"She'll be safe when _she's_ home," he replied. "Besides, I'm not looking forward to a round of tail-smacks from my parents any more than she is. If I know my father, he'll slap me silly anyway, but if I come back a hero, he won't be mad when he does it, so it won't be so bad. I'm already in trouble, so I might as well do a good job of it."

"Look, what's the problem?" Smallest-girl demanded. "We can keep up with you, we can catch our own fish, we can add to your firepower if a fight starts, so why can't we go along?"

"Well, let's see," Bang began. "We've got two sets of parents worried sick because they don't know where their children have gone, we've got the entire future of the Night Fury race headed into the unknown with no adults around, we've got two inexperienced yearlings who refuse to understand that this isn't just a joyride... shall I go on?

While they argued, the human twins stood aside. "Do you think any of them is going to interpret this little discussion for us, so we can understand what's going on?" Agnarr wondered.

"It's pretty obvious what's going on," Agmundr replied. "The young dragons want to tag along with us, and our dragons are against it. If I know Bang and Six, they'll work it out and _then_ translate it for us, so we might be here for a while. Let's change our bandages while we wait."

Their wounds didn't show much sign of healing. The black skin had spread slightly, and was beginning to show hard round black dots near the wound. "Night Fury scales," Agmundr decided. "Maybe we're going to turn into dragons."

"That's not what Gobber and Gothi said," Agnarr objected. "They don't know everything, but they seemed pretty sure what our end game would be." He glanced at his brother's wound. "I'd rather not turn into a dragon, but that still sounds better than the 'painful death' part."

"Here comes Six," Agmundr said. "I think we're about to get our translation."

"Much disagreement; no one happy," Night-fury-six-shooter began. "Young dragons stay with us because we cannot make them go home. They take orders from all of us, even you. Newest-boy learn to speak Forge; we all teach. Smallest-girl says she left note for mother, father. We fly now."

They secured their bags on the Night Furies' backs (the two young ones got to carry a small bag each) and resumed their voyage into the unknown. None of the various twins felt like talking, but the silence got depressing. They filled the void with Forge lessons for Newest-boy, who was a fast learner. They made their way steadily across Finland and into the land of Rus, avoiding human towns and cities as best they could.

"Tell me something," Night-fury-smallest-girl asked as they bedded down for the night. "We're Night Furies. How come we're flying in the daytime instead of at night?"

"The humans sleep at night, and this trip is all about them," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang replied. "Even if they could sleep on our backs while we flew, I'd worry that one of them would fall off. This is the best way to do things."

"But that doesn't make sense!" Smallest-girl protested. "We own the night! In the daytime, we could get shot! I know you're older and all, but I think you still have some things to learn about being a Night Fury."

"I think _you_ still have some things to learn about _friendship,_ little sister," Bang answered softly.
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On the third morning, they got into some trouble.

They had camped in a narrow clearing at the edge of a frozen lake, with trees all around them. The humans had just finished tying up their sleeping rolls and folding their tent when about twenty armed warriors in fur hats burst out of the forest with a roar and rushed at them.

"Fly!" Agmundr shouted. "They will catch you! Do not want!" The four Night Furies realized they could be easily speared if they stayed on the ground, so they reluctantly sprang into the air, easily outdistancing the three or four spears that were thrown at them. They gained height, keeping their eyes on their human friends through the trees, and circled to decide what to do next.

"As long as they're in the woods, there isn't much we can do," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang decided. "We can't see clearly to know what's going on. It looks like they're headed east."

"Those hunters weren't carrying heavy packs, so they must live near here," Night-fury-six-shooter added. "If our friends get taken into a village, we might never find them from the air. We have to do something before they get that far."

"Smallest-girl, do something useful," Bang ordered. "Fly to the east for a mile or two, and see if you can find their village. Newest-boy, you go southeast; Six, go northeast. Once we know where they're probably going, we can plan something. I'll stay here and keep an eye on them." The flock of Night Furies scattered.

A few minutes later, they returned, one by one. "I found a village," Newest-boy announced. "It's about three miles to the southeast, and it's surrounded by farmland. If that's where they're going, they won't be able to hide in the woods much longer." They flew higher, trying not to be too visible against the overcast sky, and waited until the raiders led their captives beyond the trees.

"There they are!" Smallest-girl exclaimed.

"It looks like they're keeping our friends in the middle of their group," Six commented. "Are those big bad warriors afraid that Agnarr and Agmundr will get away from them?"

"It doesn't matter," Bang replied with a vicious grin. "They couldn't have picked a better formation for what I have in mind. Smallest-girl, Newest-boy, you wanted some adventure? You've got it! This is your first battle, and we need you to make this work, so make us all proud of you – and _don't miss!_" He described his plan, and the four dragons separated and set up for their dives.

**o**

The two Viking boys were being pushed ahead mercilessly. This was especially hard on Agnarr with his injured leg, but he was the more fortunate of the two. When they were being captured, one of the raiders had grabbed Agmundr by the forearm, right at the site of his injury, and he was in agony. Years of Viking training (and abuse at the hands of his peers) had taught him to hold back the tears, but he wasn't holding them back by much. Agnarr tried to comfort him by giving a running commentary of what he was thinking. He could say anything he wanted; the raiders spoke their own language and had no idea what he might be saying.

"They kept all our belongings in the bags, instead of scattering them, so we can probably get our stuff back once the dragons save us. I can just barely see them; I don't want to be too obvious and look straight up. Whatever these guys thought about us camping with Night Furies, they aren't too worried about dragons now. Nobody is looking up. Hey, where'd they go? The dragons have scattered. I think they're about to try something..." He paused, and they all heard the telltale rising scream of a diving Night Fury.

The raiders didn't know which way to look – the sound seemed to come from all around them. Agnarr burst out, "I see two of them; the others must be coming in behind us. They're aiming at places that are a long way away from us... no, they've partially leveled off, and they're coming in at a shallow angle... what a sight!... Agmundr, I know what they're doing! _Close your eyes!_"

Half a second later, Bang and Six launched their firebolts from the north and south. The blasts hit the earth about forty feet short of the raiders and dug into the ground before bursting. With two simultaneous thunderclaps, the explosions threw clouds of dirt and snow into the faces and eyes of the raiders, effectively blinding most of them. The dragons overflew the group, unafraid of any retaliation; they screamed, "Arms out!" as they crossed right over the human formation and pulled up. Then the younger dragons launched similar attacks from the east and west, and the flying dirt from their smaller fire-bursts finished what the bigger dragons had started. The raiders couldn't see.

Smallest-girl and Newest-boy pulled up gradually, keeping their airspeed high. Bang and Six turned on a wing and swooped down again, more slowly. Agnarr and Agmundr had opened their eyes, heeded the "arms out" warning, and spread their arms straight out at their sides, which made it easy for the Night Furies to catch them with their forelegs and snatch them out of the middle of the raiders' formation. "We got them!" they bellowed. "Now it's your turn! Finish the job!"

Smallest-girl and Newest-boy needed no encouragement. They looped over and dove again. Their targets were the open spaces in the middle of the formation where the smith twins had been. Twin firebolts lanced out and smashed into the ground; more dirt and snow went flying. The raiders, many of whom were still rubbing dirt out of their eyes, had had enough. They broke and ran in all directions, dropping whatever they were carrying so they could run faster. That was exactly what the dragons had in mind – not the routing of the enemy, but the dropping of their humans' belongings. In less than a minute, the battlefield was empty of humanity.

The four dragons landed at about the same time; the bigger ones gently set their friends down first. "Is everybody okay?" Bang asked.

"I fine," Agnarr began. "Brother feels pain from how they handled him, but that will pass soon. I hope."

"I never did handle pain very well," Agmundr whimpered. Six nuzzled him with concern; he threw his arms around her neck and clung to her.

"Six-shooter, you're bleeding!" Newest-boy exclaimed.

"They shot you?" Newest-girl couldn't believe it.

"No," Six said softly. "It's the wound in my tail. I re-opened it when I pulled out of my dive." She repeated herself in Forge so the humans could understand.

"We need bandage that," Agnarr said. "Smallest-girl, bring small leather bag here. Agmundr, I'm sorry, but I need your help." The other human nodded weakly and used his good arm to help his brother make and tie a bandage around the dragon's tail. Then they all stood there, partially shocked at what had just happened to them.

"Now what?" Newest-boy wondered.

"We need to gather our stuff, load you up, and get out of here before those raiders come back with reinforcements." Agnarr was already hobbling toward the nearest leather bag. Agmundr could walk normally, and so could the small dragons; together, they rounded up all the bags. It looked like nothing was missing except their heavy coats, and they were headed south, so they might not even need those. It took a few minutes to tie everything together and strap it onto the dragons' backs. Then they were back in the air.

"I don't know if this is a sign that I'm turning into a dragon," Agmundr said, "but I think I feel a lot safer in the sky than I do on the ground. Oh, sorry. Am I becoming dragon? Sky feels safer than ground."

"I hope you not become dragon," Six replied. "I glad you human. Dragon cannot fix injury for me like human can."

"Yes, is good we human," Agnarr nodded. "Is good you be dragons. I first human ever to see Night Fury dive at me and feel happy. You amazing! All four, amazing!"

"Did he just call us awesome fighting dragons?" Smallest-girl asked impishly.

"Don't get cocky," Six-shooter answered. "Uncle Toothless is the only one who can bestow that title."

"Will you at least admit you're glad we came along?" Newest-boy asked.

After a long pause, Bang nodded. "You may yet be more trouble than you're worth," he said, "but today, it was good to have you around." After a quick pause, he added, "You did well."

Then he turned to his twin sister. "Six, how's your tail?"

"If I stay straight and level, I'm fine," she answered. "If I can avoid any more battles for a week or so, I should be as good as new."

"If I could promise you that, I would," her brother replied. Something about her expression told him she had more to say. "Was there something else on your mind?"

"I was thinking… the way you came up with that battle plan, it was just like listening to Dad during the war. Maybe you didn't inherit Mom's battle lust, but you got Dad's brains, and I'm starting to think that might be just as good."

"Thanks." Bang was genuinely touched. "You got the battle lust, and there's nothing wrong with the way you think, so I guess we make a good team."

Smallest-girl edged over so she could talk to Newest-boy without being overheard. "I'd love to be part of a great fighting team someday. Do you think we made a good start today?"

"Well, we avoided a head-on collision when we pulled out, so I guess that counts for something," he nodded. "But the most important thing isn't being part of a great team, or being a great solo fighter. It's being so flexible that you're awesome no matter how you fight. Dad told me that Mom's greatest moment was during the Outcast raid. He sent her to keep some young dragons out of trouble, and she wound up leading them on an anti-shipping mission all around the island. That's what I want to be some day – flexible. Versatile. Awesome at everything."

"That's a tall order," she said quietly.

"My dad did it," he replied. "Your dad did it. Your mom did it, and my mom is really close. The way I see it, I can't fail, unless I blow it somehow. It's in my blood. It's the same for you."

They camped that night in a wild spot with no humans around for miles.
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"Honestly, Gronckle-beige-flies-into-buildings! This is the third time this week you've gotten into a senseless fight!"

"I'm sorry, New-night-fury, but I thought that was my mate over there, and when I saw the other female getting friendly with him…"

"But it _wasn't_ your mate! He isn't even the same color as your mate! I'm starting to wonder if there's something wrong with your eyes."

She blinked. "There's nothing wrong with my eyes, New-night-fury! I can see you and Night-fury-mother-of-twins perfectly."

He sighed. "Gronckle-beige-flies-into-buildings, my mate is out fishing. It's just me."

She blinked twice more. "Oh, dear. Maybe there _is_ something wrong. I did see some stars when I crashed through the roof of that fish warehouse last week…"

"Personally, I think Human-chief-very-big would be a lot happier if you could go at least a month without earning your name all over again," New-night-fury suggested. "For now, try to remember to talk before you act, so the other dragon will answer and you can hear her voice. I hate having to break up fights, especially when neither dragon is actually mad at the other one." He turned to the other dragon. "As you can see, it was nothing personal. Tell the other Gronckles to speak up if they see this one coming. It might help avoid any more misunderstandings." That dragon nodded and buzzed off. After a few seconds, Gronckle-beige-flies-into-buildings did the same, narrowly missing a fish-filled feeding tray.

Hiccup arrived back at the Nest about the same time as Astrid. She'd filled her belly, and brought back a nice codfish for him as well. "Thank you," he exclaimed, and swallowed it whole. "I still don't understand why you're making all the effort to catch your own meals when there are plenty of fish in the feeding trays."

"They just don't taste fresh enough for me," she replied as she curled up on the floor next to him. "I get very picky when I'm eating for two. Or maybe three," she added with a wink. "We'll probably find out any day now."

He told her about the fight between the Gronckles. "It's frustrating when I know exactly what her problem is, but I can't do anything about it," he scowled.

"I'm sure the smith twins will have some kind of idea that will help," she suggested. They both went quiet for a few seconds, wondering where the smith twins were… and where their children were.

"It's too quiet around here," Astrid finally said.

"They'll be back," Hiccup answered. "The older ones fight like you, and all three of them think like me. Night-fury-newest-boy is a lot like his father, and the boys will add some extra brain power and some opposable thumbs. They'll all be fine, they'll get the help they're looking for, and they'll probably come back with an amazing story to tell."

"I sure hope so," she sighed, and rested her head against his.

_So do I,_ he thought. _So do I_.

**o**

The next morning, Agmundr's arm wound was still causing him pain. He thought nothing of it until he noticed his brother limping.

"Is it starting to hurt?" he asked.

"Just a little," Agnarr replied. "I checked it; it isn't infected. At least, I don't think so; it's hard to tell when the skin around it is black. How's your arm?"

"Agnarr… I think it's starting."

Instantly, both Night Fury twins were at their sides. "Does it hurt much?" Bang asked.

"Not much," Agmundr replied. "Not as bad as yesterday, but not good." His brother admitted he felt the same way.

"We fly NOW!" Six wasn't making a suggestion. The humans packed up their gear in a hurry. The dragon twins were both ready to receive their share of the load, but the young Night Furies were still fishing. Bang let out a roar that needed no translation. Newest-boy returned immediately.

"We aren't done eating yet!" Smallest-girl shouted back.

"Come here, get your load! We fly now, not later!" Six was starting to sound angry. "Talk so they understand you!"

"Don't boss me around, Night-fury-sick-shooter! I've already _got_ a mother!" Smallest-girl lined up for another swoop onto a school of fish... but _two_ firebolts skimmed the water and burst, forcing her to veer off and scaring the fish deep into the lake. She glared at the shoreline angrily. Her older brother and sister both glared back.

"Get over here," Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang growled slowly. "Now."

Smallest-girl traced tight circles in the air, daring them to come after her. The only one who rose off the ground was Newest-boy, who flew in bigger circles around her. "What are you _doing?_" he demanded.

"I'm sick of being bossed and treated like a child!" she shot back. "They said I did well yesterday, but today, all they can do is give me orders. They already know they can't force me to do anything, so I'm going to finish eating, and _then_ I'll follow them. Not one minute before!"

"Do you care that the humans are starting to feel the effects of the blood poisoning?" he asked pointedly. When she didn't answer, he continued, "Do you seriously think this is the way to become awesome?"

"Whose side are you on?" she asked.

"I didn't know there _were_ any sides," he answered. "I thought we were all in this together."

"I'm sick of being treated like a hatchling," she protested feebly.

"Acting like a hatchling isn't going to help," was all he said as he returned to the shore.

She obviously had no allies in this rebellion, and his common-sense rebuttals to her challenges left her without a wing to fly on. After a few seconds, she meekly flew to the shore and landed in front of her brother.

"Well?" he demanded.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly.

"Let's get a few things straight," he growled. "I'm not your father or your mother, but I'm the oldest one here... by half a minute," he added, with a nod to his twin sister, "and when we have to make decisions, that means I'm in charge. But this trip isn't about me. It's about our human friends. They're dying, just in case you forgot. We probably have less than a week to find our volcano full of water and get help from the dragons there, before we lose our riders forever. We do _not_ have time for hatchling games!

"Nobody twisted your tail to make you come on this mission, and nobody is making you stay. If you want to turn around and go home, you can do that. I still think you should. But if you want to fly with us, you are _going_ to do things _our_ way. Because if you don't, and I lose my friend because of your little delays..." His face changed to a mask of barely-controlled rage. She'd never seen her brother looking that angry, not even during the war. She backed off a step.

"You can also rest assured that Mom and Dad will get a full report about everything we've done on this trip," her sister added, "and about everything you've done as well. We'd like to bring home good news, but we aren't going to lie."

"This little episode was your warning," her brother finished. "If it never happens again, we'll never mention it again. The rest is up to you."

"It won't happen again," she said meekly. She allowed the human twins to strap a small bag to her back, and they were all in the air again in less than five minutes. They flew silently.

After a few minutes, Six asked Agmundr, "How much does it hurt?"

"Not bad, but it hurts," he answered. Agnarr gave a similar answer to his own dragon-friend. The dragons sped up imperceptibly.

On and on they flew, for hour after monotonous hour. The scenery below them changed continuously, from forest to farmland to barren wasteland and back again. They occasionally passed over flocks of migrating birds, which scattered when the dragons' shadows fell across them. They sometimes passed over people working in the fields; most of those farmers never looked up to see them.

In mid-afternoon, Smallest-girl slid over toward her sister. "Are we there yet?"

"We don't know how far we have to go," Six answered. "In our dream, it seemed like a very long way away."

"I had no idea the world was this big," the younger dragon said.

"None of us did," Bang interjected.

"What if we already went past your water-volcano? What if it's a few miles north or south of us, and we never even see it?" Smallest-girl went on.

"All we can do is hope that doesn't happen," Six replied. "Your brother and I just know we're on the right course. We're high enough that we can see for miles. We have to keep going until we get there."

"Would it help if I flew a few miles off to the side, just so I can see farther that way?"

Bang looked thoughtful. "Yes, maybe it would. Smallest-girl, you're the outrider to the north. Youngest-boy, you branch off to the south. If you see anything worth investigating, rejoin us so we can all check it out at once." The two yearlings angled away until they were almost out of sight, even to sensitive dragon eyes.

"That will gain us only a few miles' worth of extra vision," Six commented.

"That might matter, if we're a little off course," her brother replied. "What really matters is that she feels like she's doing something useful. She wants to be bigger than she is, just like us when we were yearlings. If we can keep her occupied and happy, maybe there won't be any more incidents like what happened this morning."

"You're definitely sounding like Dad," she smiled.

"I'll take that as a compliment," he grinned back.

They saw nothing that day. It was now an unwritten rule that they would camp as far from humanity as they could. Tonight, their camp site was a broad ledge halfway up a mountain, high above a clear blue lake. Agnarr and Agmundr could never leave there except on dragonback, but unlike most humans, they were perfectly comfortable with that situation.

"How much does it hurt?" Six asked her friend.

"Not bad," Agmundr replied. "I can eat, I can sleep."

"Good," Six said.

The next morning, the dragons dove off the cliff toward the lake below them. It promised to be full of fish, but they quickly saw that they were not alone. Three Nadders, a Zippleback, and a Timberjack were skimming the water in search of lake trout.

"There must be a nest nearby," Six said. "Shall we go say hello?"

"Absolutely," her brother answered. "It's a rare dragon who won't be glad to meet a Night Fury. Come on, Smallest-girl, Newest-boy – let's go meet the neighbors." They spiraled down until the other dragons saw them. The reaction they got was _not_ what they expected.

"Night Fury! Everyone, fly away! _Hide!_" The Night Furies looked stunned as the local dragons scattered in panic.
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"_Now_ what do we do?" Smallest-girl demanded as five presumably-friendly dragons fled them in fear.

"Catch up with the Zippleback!" Six decided. "He'll be the easiest to catch, and with two heads to talk to, we're more likely to get some answers." Overtaking the big dragon was easy for even the small Night Furies. They came up fast, two on either side of him.

"Slow down," Bang exclaimed. "Are you _afraid_ of us?"

"Wait – there's two of you!" one head exclaimed. "Make that four!" the other head added. "And none of you look familiar! Should we know you?"

"No, we're just passing through," Six explained. "I'm Night-fury-six-shooter; that's my twin brother, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang; this is my sister, Night-fury-smallest-girl; and that's Night-fury-newest boy; he's a friend of the family."

"_Twin_ brother?!" both heads of the Zippleback burst out at once. "We thought Night Furies laid one egg a year!"

"It's a long story, and we'd be glad to tell it to you," Bang began, "but that can wait. Why did everyone panic and take off when they saw us? Where we come from, everybody _loves_ Night Furies."

The Zippleback slowed down to an easy glide. "I'm Arson," the right-hand head said, "and he's Sterno. We're sorry we flew away, but we thought you were someone else."

"We used to _dream_ of having a Night Fury in our nest," Sterno said sadly, "but that was before Night-fury-ruler came along, about five years ago. He's been terrorizing the nest ever since! He demands tributes whenever we go fishing, he throws firebolts around if he doesn't get his own way, he does nothing to help us with our problems, and…" He turned to his other head. "Should we tell them?"

Arson nodded. "He tries to mate with our females," he said, hanging his head in shame at the thought.

"WHAT?!" the four Night Furies exploded.

"He says it's his destiny to mate and repopulate his species," Sterno added. "He doesn't care that he can't make eggs with other kinds of dragons, or that none of our females even like him! They don't let him, of course, but..." He stared at Six. "_You're_ a female! If he ever catches sight of you, he'd…"

"It'll be a cold day in a Fireworm's nest before _that_ ever happens!" Six exclaimed.

"It'll be an even colder day when I _let_ that happen!" Bang snarled. "The way you're talking, you make this Night-fury-ruler sound like he's… off-center."

Both Zippleback heads nodded reluctantly. Then they both perked up. "But there are four of you, and only one of him! We know Night Furies are supposed to help the nest. Can you do something for us? Please?"

Bang looked at Six. "You know, this would be a really good time to have the adults around."

"You said it!" she exclaimed. "We've both been in battle, but I don't think we could kill another Night Fury. And if he's off-center, I don't know what else would do any good."

"We could chase him away," Newest-boy suggested.

"And he'd come back as soon as we went home," Bang finished. He turned back to the Zippleback. "We can't stay anyway; we're dealing with a life-or-death situation, and time is getting short. But I promise you this: when we've resolved our big problem, we'll fly back here and we _will_ do something about this rogue Night Fury. You have my word on that."

"And mine," Six added. "I was totally shocked when you fled from us. That renegade could give us all a bad name! Our parents have fought too hard and sacrificed too much to teach us what it means to be a Night Fury; we _will not_ let this guy ruin our reputation." The younger Night Furies nodded in agreement.

"If that's the best you can do, then we'll wait," Arson said slowly.

"Well, there's one more thing we can do before we go," Bang decided. "We're about to go fishing. Once we've gotten our breakfast, there will probably be quite a few stunned fish left on the surface of the lake. Feel free to help yourselves."

"Thank you!" both heads smiled. "Thank you very much! I guess the old legends about Night Furies are true, and Night-fury-ruler really _is_ an exception."

Sterno added, "Can we tell the others you'll be back to deal with him?"

"If it will give them hope, then yes, please tell them," Six replied. "We don't know when that will happen, but we've given our word, and to us, that means something."

"We'll tell them," both heads chorused. "Shall we go back to the lake?" They gracefully turned one hundred and eighty degrees, returned to the lake, and found a school of fat sunfish.

"Want to do the honors, Smallest-girl?" Bang smiled.

"Yeah!" she grinned. She pulled up into a loop to gain some height, folded her wings for a quick dive, and let fly with her best firebolt. In seconds, the surface of the lake was littered with floating fish.

"Nice shot," Bang complimented her. The four Night Furies filled themselves, grabbed a few good ones for Agnarr and Agmundr, and flew up to their cliff. "Enjoy the fish!" they called over their shoulders to Arson and Sterno, who were having a hard time deciding where to start.

Back on the ledge, the dragons dropped their fish to their human friends. "Girl, Boy, keep them company," Six called. "We have to round up some firewood for them – they just don't appreciate raw fish for some reason." The dragon twins headed for a stand of pine trees where they hoped to find some deadwood they could carry.

"How, exactly, are we going to help those dragons get rid of an off-center Night Fury?" she asked her brother.

"I haven't the slightest idea," he replied. "Like I said, I wish Mom and Dad were here. We're going to have to handle this one on our own. Maybe I'll think of something by the time we pass this way on the homeward-bound trip."

"Maybe we should explain the situation to our humans," she suggested. "They've got good minds, and they'll probably be glad for the chance to use them. It might even… help take their minds off the pain they're in."

"Now _that_ is a good idea," Bang nodded approvingly. They found plenty of downed, dry branches, and brought an assortment back to the ledge. One small firebolt later, the humans had a fine fire going, and the air was filled with the smell of fish cooking. The dragons explained what had happened below; it took a while because their Forge vocabulary didn't include all the words they wanted to use. They had to scratch a few runes on the ledge to fully get the idea across.

"Interesting problem," Agmundr said slowly. "I think about that."

"Likewise," his brother added, "but he is the real thinker. Between the six of us, maybe we come up with something."

"I hope," Six announced. "It _burned_ me to see dragons fly from us, afraid! Very much do not want!"

Soon, breakfast was over, and it was time to pack up and resume their journey. Night-fury-smallest-girl didn't give anyone a hard time, but a new problem surfaced. Agmundr's arm was hurting him enough that he had a hard time tying knots; his brother had to do the bulk of the work. That went slowly because he was beginning to be affected by the pain in his leg.

"What's going to happen when we can't do this anymore?" he asked.

"I guess my next project should be figuring out some way for the dragons to do it," Agmundr said distractedly. "If we'd had more time to plan this trip, we might have brought some leather and some tools so we could make straps and buckles. Let me think about that." He was talking as though he was planning some improvements to the forge, not the impending end of his own life. Agnarr could have wept. But that wasn't the Viking way.
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On and on they flew. Their course took them into a stony wasteland where only a few hardy weeds grew here and there. They didn't have to swerve around human villages and towns because there weren't any. They crossed a trail that might be used by traders now and then, but there wasn't so much as a lizard on it now. They saw no animal life at all.

As the day wore on, they flew higher and higher to escape the heat rising from the rocky desert below them. Stopping for lunch for the human twins was out of the question – they needed to get out of this dry wasteland more than they needed a meal. They carried some water and had packed some dried food, just in case. Their water was gone before the afternoon was half done. Supper time came and went; still there was no sign of water below. They were all getting very thirsty.

"What do we do now?" Smallest-girl asked as the sun dipped below the horizon.

"We have to keep flying," Bang replied soberly. "All of us need water. We can't stop until we find some."

"What if the humans fall asleep on your backs and fall off?" Newest-boy asked anxiously.

"Six and I can try to balance them if they start sliding to one side or the other," Bang answered. "It might be good if you fly right under me, and Smallest-girl flies under her sister. That way, if one of our passengers does slip off, you can catch him."

"Are we big enough to catch a human and fly with him?" Smallest-girl sounded dubious.

"You'll have to be," Six said. "They aren't full-grown Vikings, and you aren't hatchlings. Hopefully, we won't have to find out the hard way." The small Night Furies solemnly took their positions about twenty feet underneath the larger ones. Several times, one of the humans nodded off and began sliding off his mount. Each time, the dragon lurched in the air to keep his or her passenger centered; the lurch would wake him up, and he would mutter his thanks. The young dragons' air-to-air rescue skills were not put to the test.

On and on they flew.

It was well past midnight when Newest-boy exclaimed, "I think there's a water hole down there!"

"I see it too!" Six shouted. They spiraled down and landed, then crouched and waited as the sleepy human twins slid off their backs and made their painful way to the water. Once they were sure Agnarr and Agmundr would make it, they joined them, and all six drank their fill from the tepid water.

"Set up your tent now?" Bang asked.

"Too sleepy," Agnarr mumbled. "Ground is sandy. We sleep here." They both slumped to the ground, already half-asleep. Their dragon friends lay down next to them and covered them with their wings, the small dragons curled up nearby, and the pile of black lizards, with two humans nearly invisible beneath them, were soon fast asleep.

Agmundr woke up next morning with no recollection of how he'd wound up at a desert water hole with a dragon's wing for a blanket and her tail for a pillow. All he knew was that his arm hurt so badly, he could barely move it. His brother was limping, but his leg didn't seem to be bothering him as badly as Agmundr's arm. "Am I that much of a crybaby when I'm in pain?" he asked.

"Your arm probably hurts more because you got more dragons' blood in you than I did," Agnarr replied. "Did you have any good ideas last night?"

"I think I know how the dragons can get our gear tied and untied," he replied. "But I don't think I can set it up anymore. I'll need two hands."

"I've got two hands. Tell me what I need to do." The brothers had been working as a team all their lives; they understood each other perfectly. Agmundr described a slipknot that could be held in place by the bitter end of the rope. A dragon merely had to pull that end out with his teeth, and the knot would slacken so they could remove the bag that it held in place. When it was time to load the dragons up again, they could slide the knot up the rope until it was tight, at which point Agnarr would replace the rope's end and fix it in place again. They tied all their gear with this method. The older dragons were able to work the ropes, just barely; it was a lot easier for the small dragons with their smaller mouths to do the sliding of the knots. Newest-boy also had to crouch next to Bang and allow Agnarr to use him as a stepstool; Agnarr's leg was starting to hurt badly, and he found it painful to climb onto his dragon's back. With their water skins refilled and their dried food supply somewhat depleted, they resumed flying. Was there no end to this wasteland?

On and on they flew.

Around lunch time, Smallest-girl had the temerity to ask, "Are we there yet?"

"NO!" the older dragons shouted, startling their drowsy riders. "Talk so they can understand you!" Six added.

"What if we fly to the sea and do not find our mountain?" Newest-boy asked.

"We not play what-if," Agnarr replied. "We worry when we find something to worry about. Bang and Six know the way. I am sure."

"I sure hope you're right," the young dragon muttered beneath his breath.

As the sun touched the horizon, it lit the peaks of some far-distant mountains. The dragons surged ahead, glad to leave that awful desert behind. It was dark by the time they reached the foothills; they found a hill with a nearby stream flowing from the mountains, and went no further that night. The fish in the stream were small, and there weren't many of them, but they tasted far better than dried fish. The humans struggled to set up their tent; it took them half an hour instead of their usual ten minutes. They slept restlessly.

The dragons usually slept in a square surrounding the tent. It was unusual for one of the Night Furies to stir once they'd gone to sleep, so when Six quietly got up and wandered some distance away, her brother awoke and followed her. He didn't say anything right away; he just sat down next to her in the darkness.

After a few seconds, she reared back and shot a small firebolt. It flew about a hundred yards straight up into the air, then burst, lighting up the landscape for a moment.

"Wonderful, but short-lived," she said sadly. "Just like some humans we know."

"You're worried about Agmundr," he said.

"He's dying," Six replied. "My blood is killing him."

Very quietly, Bang answered, "Don't you _dare_ let yourself think that! He was wounded trying to help you when you got shot by the Outcasts. You had nothing to do with that, except you were the intended target."

"What am I going to do if I lose him?" she said. "I've known him for such a short time, and… it's like he's become a part of me."

"We're not going to lose him," her brother replied firmly. "Our destination is probably just a few days away; we'll find the Eastern dragons and they'll help him."

"But what _good_ is that?" she burst out, loud enough that the young dragons stirred in their sleep. "Either I lose him now, or I'll lose him in forty years! I'm not ready to face either of those choices!"

"A dragon's life is an uncertain thing," Bang said softly. "We could have been killed by those crossbow bolts, or caught a lucky spear from those hunters… we have no guarantee that we'll live our full lifespans. We have two awesome parents, we've known each other, we've gone into battle and won, and we've even made friends with a human – that's something our ancestors never did. If we all got cut down tomorrow, we've already lived a better life than most dragons who live for centuries. Today, our friends are still alive, and we're doing everything we can to keep them that way. Can you live with that?"

"Bang, I've never felt so helpless in my life! We're Night Furies! We can fly anywhere, outfight anything, solve any problem in the nest… but now my friend is sick, and there is not _one thing_ I can do for him!"

"I know that feeling," he said, and wrapped one wing around her. "But it's not true. We're taking our friends to someplace where they can get the help they need. No one else in the _world_ could do that for them! We're doing the only thing we can do, and it is _going_ to be enough!" He turned to look her in the eye. "Right?"

"I wish I was as certain as you are," she replied, very quietly. "I prefer to fight enemies I can see and shoot at."

"When this is all over, we'll fly back to that island where they shot us, and maybe you'll get your wish," her brother smiled. "That'll give you something to look forward to. Now let's go get some sleep. We've got some heavy flying to do when our friends wake up." He rose, but she swung her tail around his legs to hold him back.

"Do you really think it's going to work out okay?" she asked nervously. "I mean, we're staking our friends' lives on a dream!"

"If we don't find that volcano on the far side of this mountain range, I'll be very surprised," he answered. "I just have a feeling about this; I can't explain it." He paused. "Do you have any kind of feeling about this?"

"I have the same feeling, but I'm not as sure about it as you are," she answered. "I guess I'm so desperate to see things work out well for all of us… part of me is unwilling to believe it could happen, just so I won't be too disappointed if it _doesn't_ happen"

"Six, you can be very weird sometimes. I'm going back to sleep. You should, too." They did, but she, too, slept restlessly.
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When they got up that morning, the human twins were in such pain, they could barely dress themselves. Every motion of every joint in their bodies hurt like fire. The dragons had to help them break camp and pack their belongings; that mostly meant the small dragons, because the bigger ones were just too big to help. It took nearly an hour, and it would have taken twice that long with any other pair of humans. The twins' brains were still working, and Agmundr's ability to see solutions to difficult problems, and Agnarr's talent for translating those ideas into actions, were invaluable.

Up they soared into the morning sky. They meant to cross the mountain range today and see what lay on the other side. What they didn't realize was that this range wasn't just a long, thin row of mountains. It went on and on in all directions, with no end in sight. They sent the young dragons north and south as scouts, with instructions to fly outward for an hour and then return, just in case they found an area where the range wasn't so deep. Both of them returned with the same report – there was no advantage to flying further north or south. On they flew.

Around midday, they found a lake high in the mountains, covered in ice. The dragons' firebolts broke a sizeable hole in the ice, and they were able to fish for themselves and their passengers. But there was no wood nearby to make a cooking fire, so the boys had to eat their fish raw. They choked down a few bites and gave up.

"They don't know what they're missing," Newest-boy commented as he finished off the fish Agnarr had started. When the boys tried to remount, it wasn't enough for them to use the small dragons as footstools. Agnarr and Agmundr had to step up onto the young dragons' heads, and then Newest-boy and Smallest-girl had to lift them up onto Bang and Six's backs.

Their flight resumed. The absence of the boys' heavy coats was a problem now. They lay flat against the backs of their dragons, trying to keep warm. All of them were thinking deep thoughts, but none of them was willing to say what they were thinking.

Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang: "Our little sister may have learned her lesson. If she can finish this trip without any more incidents, I'll tell Mom and Dad she's earned an adult-name, even though she's still young."

Night-fury-six-shooter: "There has to be _something_ we can do to fly faster! The thought of losing Agmundr... I can't even consider it."

Agnarr: "What can we do to live longer? Even if this Eastern dragon can help us, we'll still live out our Viking lifespan and then leave this world. That seems so unfair to our dragons! They'll miss us!"

Agmundr: "I would give anything, anything at all, to stop this pain. But I don't want to act like it's too serious – I think that upsets Six, and I don't want to do that."

Night-fury-smallest-girl: "I started this trip so I could be a hero. I never imagined my biggest threat would be being bored to death. I hope we get there soon."

Night-fury-newest-boy: "I hope Mom isn't too worried about me. Dad won't worry – he thinks I'm unstoppable. I don't _feel_ unstoppable. Not anymore."

When night fell, they found no place where they could pitch a tent. It was questionable whether the boys could function well enough to pitch their tent anyway. They found a bare spot on the rocks, and the Night Furies used their teeth to spread the tent on the ground so the teens wouldn't have to lie on ice-cold rock. The dragons wrapped themselves in a tight circle around them and overlapped their wings to form a dark, heat-retaining Night Fury-style tent. Agnarr and Agmundr didn't sleep well, but the dragons got no sleep at all. In the morning, the small Night Furies had to figure out how to roll up the tent – the boys could do nothing but make suggestions.

"Why don't we just abandon the tent and all this other stuff, if the humans can't use it anymore?" Smallest-girl asked.

"They'll need it for the return trip," Bang replied firmly. "They'll be able to use it then."

They chose a flying height that took them over most of the mountains, without being so high that it froze Agnarr and Agmundr or made it hard for them to breathe. That meant they had to fly around a few of the taller mountains. They searched for signs of other dragons, but saw no evidence.

At last, near the end of the day, the mountains began to grow smaller. It looked like there might be a broad valley ahead, but they'd never get to it before nightfall. As they'd done when they entered the mountainous area, they found a hill with a nearby stream and bedded down for the night. Again, the boys could not erect their tent, or do much of anything, for that matter.

"What you do... when we can do nothing?" Agmundr asked through gritted teeth.

"You stay on our backs until we find help," Six answered. The boys had so much difficulty remounting the next morning, it looked like the day when they would have to stay on the dragons' backs had nearly arrived. Agmundr nearly fell off when Six sprang into the air – that hadn't happened since they'd first begun flying together.

As they'd suspected, the mountain range opened up into a long, broad valley in front of them. They followed it, descending to medium height just so the humans could see some of the scenery below them. It was rocky, but there were grassy patches and a few scattered trees; it looked much more pleasant than most of the terrain they'd crossed in the past few days. It was somewhere around two in the afternoon when the sharp-eyed Newest-boy shouted that he saw a single mountain in the distance, and it looked like a volcano. All four dragons sped up, and the humans made no attempt to slow them down.

It was clearly a volcano, low but broad, the first one they'd seen since their voyage began. They climbed higher so they could see into the cone as they approached. Would it be full of water? Or would it be fiery, or empty? They all held their breath as they got closer.

They all exhaled at once when they saw the dark blue water inside the crater. That part of the dream, at least, was true. They overflew their volcano and looked down. Again, it was Newest-boy who spotted what they were looking for.

"Look down, left, near water! Red dragons!"

They saw six of them, three young dragons, two adults, and one very old one. They looked exactly like the ones Bang and Six had seen in their dream – like a Nightmare, but with yellow markings around their faces. What was really strange was that none of them had wings.

"We'll circle down slowly," Bang decided. "We don't know what kind of welcome we're going to get; after that encounter with the dragons by the lake, I don't dare assume that everybody loves us. If they don't see us coming, then the two younger dragons will honk at them from about five hundred feet up, so we don't completely take them by surprise. Our long journey is almost over."

The dragons on the ground jumped to their feet and looked up when the Night Furies' shadows passed across them. Then they just stood there, motionless, as the four black dragons glided in for a landing about fifty feet away, then walked to within a few yards of them.

Then they all stood there and waited for someone to say something.

"Uhh... hello," Six finally said, trying to sound as friendly as she could.

"Hello," one of the adults replied politely. "You are obviously strangers here. I am Tao-tie. Welcome to the realm of Fu-cang-long."

"Thank you," Bang said. "I am –"

"Are you Night Furies?" one of the young ones burst out.

"Chi-wen! Mind your manners!" the other adult exclaimed. She turned to the black dragons. "I apologize for my son's behavior. He is excited because we have heard stories of the Night Furies, but have never met one before. Many of us thought you were legendary."

"We're quite real, although we're still rather rare," Bang said with a smile. He turned to Chi-wen. "Yes, we are Night Furies." Turning back to the adults, he tried again. "My name is –"

"Why do you have humans on your backs?" another young Asian dragon asked. "Did they enslave you?"

"Bi-xi, we will banish _all_ of you young ones to the other side of the lake if you cannot control yourselves!" the adult female warned her. "Show respect to strangers! They have surely traveled a very long way to visit us." She faced Bang. "Again, I apologize, although this one is not mine. It has been years since anything different happened here, especially for us Grounded ones; the young ones are excited. Will you tell us your story, once you have rested for a moment? Perhaps you would like to fish in our lake to ease your hunger?"

"That would be wonderful," Bang answered, "and yes, we will tell you our story. But before we do all that, we're here on a desperate errand. Our human friends are very ill, and they both saw a dragon like you in their dreams, offering to help them. Are you able to heal dragon's-blood poisoning in humans?"

The two adults and the old dragon glanced at each other. The old one spoke. "The dragons of Fu-cang-long are able to heal nearly any illness. But we, here, cannot. As Chi-long has said, we are the Grounded. We can do nothing for you. You must wait until the others return from fishing."

It was Bang and Six's turn to glance at each other. Obviously, there were some differences between the dragons of the Northland and these dragons. Before they could respond, Smallest-girl asked, "What does 'Grounded' mean?"

"Later!" Six warned her. "We're trying to have an adult conversation here. You can join it if you can be patient like an adult." Smallest-girl clamped her mouth shut and nodded. The young Asian dragons followed her example.

"I'll try this one more time. My name is Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang. This is my twin sister, Night-fury-six-shooter. The girl is our younger sister, Night-fury-smallest-girl, and the boy is Night-fury-newest-boy; he's a friend of the family."

"Your names sound violent," the old dragon said solemnly.

"We live in a violent land," Six answered politely. "Dragons have made peace with one human village, but many others still fear us and hate us. We are here because of that. We and our human friends were injured in a surprise attack; they contracted dragon's-blood poisoning from us, and they are dying. It's vitally important to us that they be healed before it's too late."

"We, too, do not understand much of what you say," the old dragon said. "I am Pan-long. You have met Chi-long and Tao-tie. The young ones are Chi-wen, Bi-xi, and Pu-lao. We welcome you, and we welcome the chance to learn more about our cousins from distant lands. As we said, there is nothing we can do for your human friends until the others return. But you are all welcome to whatever hospitality we can give."

"You can get down; this place is safe," Six told Agmundr. "Other dragons are friendly, polite. We translate everything once we know more."

"Thanks." He slid down her neck, and nearly collapsed when he landed. Agnarr didn't do much better. Both leaned against their dragon friends so they could stay on their feet. They didn't look good; black patches were breaking out all over their skin. Agmundr's face was set in a grimace.

Agnarr stared at the red Asian dragons for a few seconds, then turned to Bang. "Tell them we say hello." Bang passed on the greeting, which the red dragons returned courteously.

"I believe we all have many questions for each other," Pan-long said. "You are our guests, so we will appease your curiosity first."

"All right," Bang nodded, and then gave his little sister a half-smile. "I guess our first question is, what do you mean by being grounded?"
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"All right," Bang nodded. "I guess our first question is, what do you mean by being grounded?" The Asian dragons seemed to wince. "If that's an impolite question, then I apologize," he added quickly. "We mean no offense."

"It is not impolite," Pan-long replied. "It is just... an unpleasant reminder. The Grounded are those dragons who have used up all their _chi_ before their lives ended. It shows a lack of wisdom and self-control. The Grounded are not permitted a voice when the nest makes important decisions, and the young do not turn to us for wisdom. Many find it uncomfortable to talk to us. And because we cannot fly, that means we cannot mate. We live out the rest of our lives on the ground."

"Ouch," Six murmured. "Are you still a part of the nest?"

"Oh, yes," Tao-tie answered. "We are not shunned or cast out. If we cannot catch enough fish from the shore, the others provide us with fish that they caught, and if one of us gets in trouble, the others will help. They do not punish us. The punishment we have brought on ourselves is worse than anything they could do to us."

"You mentioned using up all your cheese," Six wondered. "What's that about?"

"_Chi_ is the word," Pan-long smiled. "It is the power all dragons have. We use it to fly, to heal sicknesses and injuries, and to do anything else that we cannot do physically. We are born with a certain amount of it, we use it throughout our lives, and if we use it up too quickly, we must join the Grounded."

Six turned to her brother. "I think _'chi'_ is their word for our Power," she said excitedly.

"I think you're right," he nodded, and turned back to Pan-long. "We have _chi,_ too, but we don't need it to fly. We use it for emergency healings and transformations."

Chi-long looked concerned. "That sounds like you would use a lot of it at once."

"We use all of it at once," Six added. "It's the only way we know. Every dragon gets one use of his or her Power, and that's it."

"Then you become Grounded?" Bi-xi asked.

"They do not get Grounded," Chi-wen corrected her. "They have _wings!_ They can fly all they want, any time they want!"

"I wish I had wings," Pu-lao said wistfully. "You said you do transformations. What does that mean?"

"Night Furies lay only one egg a year," Six answered. "When we were at war with the Vikings, that meant our kind was at risk of extinction. So we would use our Power to transform a human into a Night Fury. That's how our mother and father came to be dragons."

"Willingly, I hope," Chi-long said nervously.

"During wartime... no, it wasn't willingly," Bang replied. "Now that the wars are over, we would never force someone to become a dragon against their will. Newest-boy's mother was the first human who willingly accepted the transformation. Our parents are pressuring our human friends, here, to become Night Furies, but they aren't willing, so they remain humans."

"Your parents were _forced_ to become dragons?!" Tao-tie burst out. "That is cruel! Uncivilized! How could a dragon _do_ such a thing to another intelligent being?!"

"In wartime, things are different," Bang said. He'd never faced that moral dilemma himself, but he was determined to defend his parents. "My father was never happy as a human; he loved being a dragon as soon as the shock wore off, and he turned out to be quite a good one. He's the leader of our nest now. My mother took a lot longer to adjust, but she loves what she is. Neither of them would go back to being human if they could."

"It still sounds wrong," Tao-tie said firmly.

"Have you ever been in a war?" Bang asked.

"Never," Pan-long said quietly. "We have had nothing but peace between men and dragons for centuries. They respect us and revere us; some of them actually worship us, which is rather embarrassing. We limit our contact with them, and depend on them for nothing. That approach has served us well for over a thousand years."

"That sounds amazing," Six replied. "We've taken a different approach. Mostly, that means we've made it up as we went along. We share a village with the Vikings; they accept us as friends, some of them fly with us, and we help each other in many ways."

"Such as?" Bi-Xi asked.

"Their healer helps us when we're injured," Bang began. "They provide fish for our meals. We help guard the village at night; sometimes we help them find fish at sea; and we just finished fighting a war for them. That war threatened all of us," he rushed on as two of the Asian dragons started to object. "It would have been bloody, and our side might not have survived. My father took charge and fought _his_ way; we inflicted a lot of material damage and forced our enemies to yield, but fatalities were much fewer than if we'd let the Vikings fight their way."

"What was this war about?" Pan-long wished to know.

"The other side hated dragons and wanted to wipe us out, along with any Vikings who might take our side." Six was trying to be diplomatic, but she wasn't willing to take any criticism for her role in that war. "When you're in that position, you have three choices – fight, flee, or fall. We fought. Those enemies will not plague us again for a very long time." She glared at the much older dragon. "We love peace as much as any dragon, but sometimes there are worse things than fighting. If you've never been in that position, then please think carefully before you judge us."

There was silence for a few seconds. Newest-boy, eager to break the silence, finally turned to the young local dragons. "If you don't mind my asking, how did you use up a life's supply of _chi_ when you're still so young?"

"Storm-cloud surfing," Pu-lao replied embarrassedly. "Every dragon does it now and then, but it became a compulsion for the three of us. We took no thought for the future. Now, we _have_ no future." Smallest-boy tried to imagine being grounded for the rest of his life, and shuddered. It didn't sound like there was much he could do to help, though.

Then Chi-long spoke to Six and Bang. "A few moments ago, you made some simple sounds to your human riders, and they responded. What happened there?"

"That's our humans' newest project," Bang said, with a touch of pride. "We've invented a language that we can all speak and understand."

That brought more silence. Finally, Chi-wen asked, "Why would you want to do that?"

"We spend more time with each other than with anyone else," Bang answered. "We understand their speech, for the most part, and they understand when we write their words in the sand. But when we're in the air, it's good to be able to talk to each other. We all worked on it together. Even the young ones have added some words." He glanced at Newest-boy and Smallest-girl, who beamed with pleasure.

"Now _that_ is something that will interest the elders," Pan-long said thoughtfully. "Not so much the language as the fact that humans and dragons have formed close friendships in your culture."

"Speaking of the elders, do you have any idea when they'll return?" Six asked anxiously. "My friend is suffering."

"There is no way to know," Tao-tie said. "They are fishing in a remote river, so we do not over-fish our lake. They might be on their way home now, or they may stay for two or three more days."

"Agmundr isn't going to last three more days," Six said quietly to her brother.

"Why do you not use your own _chi_ to heal him?" Bi-xi wanted to know.

"That doesn't work for us," Bang explained. "There has to be a dragon somewhere on the receiving end. We can heal other dragons, or we can turn people into dragons, but just healing a human wouldn't work."

"Could you turn a dragon into a dragon?" Chi-wen asked suddenly.

"Why would we want to do that?" Six was baffled.

"I know you would not want to use up all your _chi_ on one of us," he replied, "but if I could turn into one of you…"

"You could fly again!" Bi-xi burst out. "I would want that, too!"

"And I as well," Pu-lao added wistfully.

"Do you have any idea what you are asking?" Tao-tie demanded. "You would have to go live with the other Night Furies in a land full of war and violence! You could be killed!"

"He is right," Chi-long added solemnly. "We would probably never see each other again, Chi-wen."

"Mother, if I could escape the Grounded and fly again, it might be worth it," her son said firmly. His two friends nodded their agreement. "Would you not come with me?"

"I have lived all my days in Fu-cang-long," she said slowly. "I dream of flying again, like any of the Grounded, but if I left here, I would be like a tree without roots. You are still young; change comes easily to you. That is a path I could not follow."

"It does not matter," Pan-long said. "As you said, they will not use their _chi_ on you."

"Didn't Uncle Toothless teach us that turning other dragons into Night Furies never works well?" Newest-girl asked.

"I think that's because other dragons aren't smart enough," Six replied. "These Asian dragons are obviously as intelligent as we are, maybe more so. They'd make good Night Furies, but transforming them won't help Agmundr."

"It's ironic, in a sick sort of a way," Bang said. "We have all the power we need to heal our friends, but we can't use it on them. We _could_ use it on _your_ young ones, and that would solve their problem, but not ours."

"Maybe we should translate all this for our humans," Six suggested. "They have the most amazing ideas sometimes." They switched to Forge and described the situation to the humans, concluding with the young Asian dragons' wish to become Night Furies.

"Do it," whispered Agmundr.

"WHAT?" Bang and Six couldn't believe their ears.

"All at once," Agmundr said, so quietly they had to strain to hear him. "Heal me… change them… together. Please hurry."

The dragon twins looked at one another. "That would put a dragon into the receiving end," Bang said, his hopes beginning to rise. "It ought to work! Agmundr is your special friend, Six; you can do the honors."

"Heal a human and transform three dragons, all at once?" Six also felt hope, but didn't dare let it rise too far if it turned out to be impossible. "Can I _do_ that?"

"I don't see why not," her brother nodded. "Uncle Toothless transformed Mom and Dad at the same time. You're Night-fury-six-shooter! Changing only four at once should be child's play to you."

"What about Agnarr?" Six asked. "Agnarr, should I heal you, too?"

"I can wait a few days," Agnarr said. "I'm not as bad off as Agmundr is. We came a long way to get these dragons' help; it would be polite if we let them help at least one of us."

"Wait a moment!" Chi-long exclaimed. "Is anyone going to ask me how I feel about having my son taken away from me?"

"Mother, this is my chance to escape being Grounded!" her son exclaimed. "I could actually fly again! This is an opportunity that will never come again for me. Please, mother, do not forbid me."

She thought long and hard. Slowly, reluctantly, she nodded. "I will not hold you back," she said sadly. "I know how it feels to be Grounded, and you have many more years to be imprisoned that way than I do. Fly, my son. Fly high and free. Just promise me you will not forget us."

"I promise," he nodded. "I can come back and visit someday. I will still have my full lifespan; I will have time for a nice long flight now and then."

"What about the parents of the other young ones?" Bang asked. "Will they object?"

"I can say with certainty, they will agree to this," Pan-long said. "Like any dragon, the fear of not-flying is our worst nightmare. They will not hold their young ones back. They will never get another chance like this."

"There's another problem," Six said. "When we use our Power, it forms a Vortex disc that is about seven feet across. We aren't going to be able to fit three dragons and a human into that disc all at once."

"That sounds like a problem for Agnarr to solve," Bang answered, and quickly described the issue to his human friend. He thought for a few seconds.

"No problem," he decided. "Two on each side."

The Night Furies translated for the Asian dragons, who were impressed. "Those humans _do_ have good ideas," Tao-tie nodded.

"That's one reason we've grown so close to each other," Bang explained. "We work so well together! They have the ideas, and we make them happen. They are twins, we are twins, and we've become a foursome."

"I think I understand," Pan-long said softly. "I see a marvelous bond between you that does not occur with us and the humans here. You should do this thing before your friend suffers any more." The adult Asian dragons backed away a few steps.

Agnarr made his way awkwardly to his brother's side and rested his hand on Agmundr's shoulder for a moment. "This will all be over in a few seconds," he said reassuringly. "You'll be back to normal. The dragons will fix me up later, and we'll all go home. The other Vikings might even listen to us in the Mead Hall when we tell our story. We've got a tale to tell that no other Viking can match!"

"It's been… quite a ride," Agmundr nodded weakly. "Tell them… I'm ready." Agnarr relayed the message.

"Okay, Six. Set things up your way. I'll help in any way I can." Bang stood beside his sister. She thought she caught a note of pride in his voice. He was proud of her! All right – she wouldn't let him down.

She thought for a moment. "Okay, the disc is going to form right here," she decided, and pointed with her wing. "Bi-xi and Pu-lao, you stand on that side. Chi-wen, you and Agmundr will stand on the other side." She repeated herself in Forge for Agmundr's benefit.

"Can't stand… for long," he grunted.

"Smallest-girl, Newest-boy, help him stand, let him lean on you," Six ordered. "Agmundr, when disc is ready, fall forward into it." To the young Asian dragons, she said, "When my human is about to fall into the disc, Bang will shout, 'Now!' That will be your cue to lunge into the Vortex yourselves. You will black out for a few seconds, and you may wind up with someone else leaning on you, but those are minor problems. Our main concern is that this cannot be undone; it is permanent until the day your life ends. You're absolutely sure you want to do this?" Three young dragons nodded firmly.

"Are _you_ absolutely sure you know _how_ to do this?" Bang asked her.

"I'm certain; I got the same lessons from Uncle Toothless that you did," she said confidently. "Blow out a firebolt, let it turn into the Vortex, drain all my Power into it, focus on the change I want to see happen, and the Power does the rest. I can't think of a better use for that Power. Three new Night Furies, and a friend."

"Okay, Six. Do it when you're ready."

She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. She blew out a small firebolt, which traveled about twenty feet, slowed, and swelled into a swirling disc of endlessly-changing colors. The adult Asian dragons stared, wide-eyed. She focused on the disc for a few seconds, then nodded. The two young Night Furies stepped aside, and Agmundr slumped forward. At just the right moment, Bang shouted, "NOW!" and the three young Asian dragons leaped into the disc. There was a brilliant flash and a sound like a clap of thunder. The disc vanished. The transformed dragons fell to the ground, their minds overwhelmed by the Vortex. The thunderclap reverberated around the crater for a few seconds, and then there was only silence.

The dragons' sensitive eyes were dazzled by the flash, even in daylight. Agnarr was the first to recover his full eyesight. He stared in horror at the stunned, newly-transformed Night Furies stretched out on the ground.

All four of them.
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"No," Agnarr gasped. "What have you _done?_ Six, _**WHAT**__** HAVE YOU **__**DONE**__** TO MY **__**BROTHER**__**?!**_" He tried to leap at the Night Fury, but his leg was in terrible pain and he almost fell over.

Night-fury-six-shooter looked just as wide-eyed and horrified as Agnarr did. She backed away from him, shook her head, and moaned, "But… but that's not what I was trying to do! Tell him, Bang! _That's not what I wanted to see happen!_"

Three of the brand-new Night Furies were beginning to stir. They were all about Newest-girl's size, and they were overjoyed at the change they had undergone. As soon as they could stand, they began stretching their wings and fanning their tail fins, shouting excitedly to each other. "We can fly!" they kept repeating. "We can fly!" One of them ran up to Chi-long, nearly tripping over his feet, exclaiming, "Mother, look at me! I am going to fly again! I am not Grounded anymore!" He leaped into the air, spread his wings, and plowed nose-first into the ground.

"Slow down a little!" Newest-boy exclaimed. "Flying with wings isn't like flying with _chi_. You'll need some lessons first."

"Lessons?" Bi-xi said scornfully. "You think dragons need to be taught how to fly?"

"He's right," Smallest-girl retorted. "You don't know how your wings work, or how your tail fins work. You never _had_ wings or tail fins before! We all had to learn by practicing it, we all mastered it, and you will, too."

"And who is going to teach us – you?" Bi-xi challenged her.

"Why not?" Pu-lao asked. "They obviously know how."

"Newest-boy's father is our best flight teacher," she replied evenly, "but he's two thousand miles away. Any of us can show you the basics, so you can fly well enough to get back to Berk. Uncle Toothless can teach you the rest once you're there."

"Toothless?" Chi-wen wondered. "Where did he get _that_ name? Did he bite a rock or something?"

"No, we have other dragons who bite rocks," Newest-boy smiled. "We'll show you why he –"

"Wait," Bang exclaimed. The fourth new Night Fury was beginning to stir. His transformation had made him Bang and Six's size. He blinked dizzily, turned his head, and looked puzzled. He glanced at his front paws… and stared at them.

He looked back at his tail, and caught sight of his wings. He shook his head hard and blinked again, as though hoping he'd see something different when he opened his eyes.

"What…" he said hesitantly in perfect dragon language. "What happened? This wasn't… Six, what went wrong? What have you done to me?"

"I didn't mean to," she whispered.

He caught sight of his twin brother, who was staring open-mouthed at him. "Agnarr, are you all right?"

"Well, I'm two thousand miles from home, I'm slowly dying of blood poisoning, and my twin brother just got turned into a dragon… but aside from that, I'm fine," he stammered. "I'm more worried about you right now. Are _you_ all right?"

The new Night Fury stared at his paws again. "Am I all right? I will never hold tools in forge again. I will never hold drawing stick. I will never help you with project. I…" He broke down and closed his eyes. He was shaking.

Six slowly walked over to him and rested her head against his. "I'm so sorry," she whispered. "I didn't mean to do this."

"What's done is done, I guess," he murmured back. "I'm not angry. I don't know what I'm feeling right now. But what went wrong?"

Bang shook his head and quietly said, "I know what went wrong."

"_What__?_" Agmundr, Six, Newest-boy, and Smallest-girl all exclaimed at once. Agnarr was waiting and desperately hoping for a translation.

"It's in the wording of how Toothless taught us," Bang began. "Six was supposed to focus on the change she wanted to see happen."

"I did that!" she exclaimed. "I had a clear mental picture of the three young dragons turned into Night Furies, and Agmundr standing up, perfectly healthy. I did _not_ see him as a Night Fury!"

"I believe you," he nodded. "But there was something else you wanted to see happen, something that meant even more to you than Agmundr being healthy. You didn't visualize it, but it was in your thoughts nonetheless."

"What are you _talking_ about?" Six begged him.

"Six, this is going to be embarrassing, but we have to know the truth. Are you in love with him?"

Six stared at her brother for a moment. "Dragons don't fall in love," she said defensively.

"That was the theory that Uncle Toothless taught us," Bang said, "but we all know how he fell in love with Aunt Guana. I think the rules might be different for Night Furies. Are you in love with him?"

"How could a dragon fall in love with a human?" she exclaimed. "That would be –"

"Six, I've known you all my life," Bang said gently. "You were a typical female until you got your first taste of battle; then you turned into the ultimate warrior, just like Mom. But you're still a female, he's a male, and love is the most irrational feeling in the universe. _Are you in love with him?_"

She hung her head, looked away from Agmundr, and slowly nodded. "How did you know?" she whimpered.

"You've given me lots of clues," he said sympathetically. "Things like, 'I feel like he's a part of me,' or 'I don't know how I'd live without him.' Agnarr's friendship is precious to me, but it's nothing like that."

Agmundr hesitantly rose to his feet; it was an unfamiliar experience. "So you turned me into a dragon because…?"

"Because she couldn't bear the thought of living without you," Bang finished. "Your short lifespan was as terrible to her as your sickness. She didn't do it on purpose – I'm convinced of that – but that was her heart's desire, and that's what guided her Power."

"Agmundr, I'm so sorry, so sorry!" she sniffled. "I never meant to do this. I never wanted to do anything bad to you! If I could undo it, I would."

The newest Night Fury slowly, hesitantly swung himself around so he was side-by-side with Night-fury-six-shooter. He hesitated, then finally said, "Please don't cry, Six. I'll be okay somehow. You know I was going back and forth on the idea anyway. Your father made the adjustment, so I can, too. We'll get through this." He slowly wrapped a wing around her, like he'd seen the other Night Furies do for each other. It was an awkward gesture; not only was he unaccustomed to showing affection to females, he was even more unused to having wings. She flinched at his touch, then slid toward him until their sides touched.

"You must hate me," she said quietly.

"No," he replied. "I'm amazed at you. No one ever loved me except my brother. I don't quite know how I'm supposed to respond."

Bang made a gesture with his head, and all the other dragons quietly stepped away, giving Six and Agmundr some privacy. Agnarr joined them haltingly. They translated their conversation so he could know what was going on.

"Do you think he loves her, too?" Smallest-girl asked him.

"No," Agnarr replied. Forge couldn't convey what he wanted to say, so he switched to Norse. "He loves her as a unique friend. If it was anything more than that, he would have left me some clues. Neither of us can keep secrets like that from the other. But I can tell you one thing for sure: it's a good thing he has four feet to stand on, because otherwise, he'd fall over from shock at the idea that a female might be in love with him."

"Will they… be a couple?" Smallest-girl wondered.

"Probably, but not for a while," Agnarr said. "He'll have to get used to his new self first. He was always a lot more curious about being a dragon than I was. I think he'll adjust; I know she'll help. Maybe he won't take to it as quickly as your father did, but he won't fight it." He looked off into the distance. "The first time he gets off the ground and flies by himself… he'll be fine from that moment on." His eyes watered. "I think I'm having a harder time than he is. This is the first time in our lives that he had a major problem and didn't turn to me first." He sat down hard on a rock and hid his face in his hands.

To his surprise, he felt a Night Fury's chin on his knees. It was Smallest-girl, looking up at him wide-eyed. "He will adjust," she said softly. "You will, too. He is still your brother. He has not abandoned you."

Agnarr was still and silent for a few seconds. Then he reached out with both hands and scratched behind Smallest-girl's ear flaps. She closed her eyes and purred in delight. "You have not done this for me since we started this trip! That feels good."

He managed a small smile, even as one tear rolled down his cheek. "I am glad some things never change."
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It took no time at all to set up a school for new Night Furies. Surprisingly, Newest-boy turned out to be the best teacher. Thanks to his father's instruction, he knew as much about being a Night Fury as the dragon twins who were a year older than him; and thanks to his father's example, he had a remarkable patience with the newly-transformed dragons that made learning from him a pleasure. The three former Asian dragons were already familiar with the sensation of being in the air; they just had to learn how to use their wings and tails, and to rein in their boundless enthusiasm at being able to fly again. They actually had more trouble learning to glide than learning to fly, because they had never glided before. They all took their first flights before the sun went down that day.

Off to the side, Bang and Smallest-girl were taking part in an impromptu cultural exchange. They were explaining their history and culture to Pan-long, Chi-long, and Tao-tie, and learning about the ancient Asian dragon culture in return. The three Grounded were trying to balance their traditional desire to be calm and serene with their excitement at finding dragons who would willingly talk to them without reserve. Smallest-girl was striving mightily to rein in her own enthusiasm and act like an adult in front of the other adults. Bang watched her and tried not to smile.

In a more remote section of the shoreline, Six, Agmundr, and Agnarr sat together, mostly in silence. All three of them were in shock at what had happened. They were all natural problem-solvers, each in his or her own way, and all of them were completely at a loss over how to deal with this.

"I wish Mom was here," Six said quietly. "She could help you get through this. She would understand how you feel." Agmundr nodded mutely.

A minute later, Agnarr said, "Gobber isn't going to like it when we tell him the Night Furies have taken _another_ apprentice away from him." Six almost smiled at that.

After a few more minutes, Agmundr said, "I feel like I am still 'me' on inside, but how could I be sure? If my thinking has changed, there is no way I could recognize that from inside me."

"It's still you in there," Agnarr replied, with the barest trace of a smile. "Nobody but you can think in circles like that."

The next day, thirty-three Asian dragons returned to Fu-cang-long. They flew through the air the way snakes move on the ground – gracefully, sinuously, every body part in continuous motion. Some weaved from side to side, some went up and down, and a few spiraled through the sky like corkscrews. They presented a picture of complete serenity... which was shattered the moment they cleared the lip of the crater. When they had set out on their fishing expedition, they had left six Grounded behind. They came home to three Grounded, eight Night Furies, and a sick human. The fact that some of their cliffs had turned into a flying school for excited young Night Furies didn't help.

They asked the remaining Grounded what had happened; their story seemed impossible. They asked the strange dragons from the west, and their tales seemed even more unlikely. They finally resorted to sharing TrueSight (or "feeling eye to eye," as they called it) with each of the dragons in turn. At last, they understood and believed.

"Do you all intend to return to this place, what is its name... Berk?" the chief of the nest asked the juveniles. Tian-long had seen and heard many things in his long life, but nothing had prepared him for the earthquake that had descended on Fu-cang-long in his absence.

"That is where Night Furies belong," Chi-wen answered respectfully. "If we stay here, we will still be numbered among the Grounded because our _chi_ is gone, even though we can fly. We have no place here."

Pu-lao added, "The western dragons tell us that, in Berk, dragons like us are honored and loved above all other dragons. There are unlimited fish to eat and many exciting places to visit. We can even befriend the humans if we wish."

"And," Bi-xi added shyly, "because there are more Night Furies there... it will be to our advantage when we wish to take a mate. We could never do that here."

Tian-long nodded. "Our realm has little to offer you, in comparison with these wonders. You may go. But do not forget the wisdom you have learned here, for I suspect that learning it again there will be a much more painful process."

"You've spoken the truth," Bang nodded. "Berk holds many delights for dragons, but it is a harsh place for the foolish. May I ask when you might be willing to heal my human friend?"

"Now would be a good time. Please bring him," Tian-long said. Agnarr stumbled forward, leaning on Smallest-girl to keep from falling over. His skin was getting blotchy like Agmundr's had done; his illness was beginning to accelerate. He hesitated as he approached Tian-long, who was the biggest dragon he had ever seen, by a considerable margin.

"You do not wish to become a Night Fury like the others?" the chief asked. Bang served as interpreter between the two, translating Tian-long's dragon speech into Forge and Agnarr's Norse into dragon.

"My brother will learn to thrive in his new form," Agnarr said. "He's a thinker, a dreamer, and he can still be himself in spite of these changes. I can't say that about myself. I'm an inventor, a tinkerer, a fixer of things that are broken; if I couldn't work with my hands, I would fear for my own sanity. I can't become a dragon."

"So be it," Tian-long answered. "You must understand that I cannot simply remove your sickness from you; it has progressed too far. All I can do is transform the dragon's venom into some other aspect of dragonhood in you. Your healing will be complete, but I must warn you – we have healed others in this way, and most have come to regret it."

"I don't understand," Agnarr said. "Why would an aspect of dragonhood be a bad thing?"

"Most humans in your position ask for a dragon's wings," the chief replied. "They do not understand that, without a tail and some special muscles, wings are useless. Others choose fiery breath. This only makes them feared among their own kind. All such requests bring little benefit, and they will mark you among humans as 'different' in an unpleasant way."

"I would have no use for wings or fiery breath," Agnarr said firmly. "And I've always been different. There's only one aspect of dragonhood that I want anyway. I choose... long life."

The chief dragon shook his huge head. "That might be the most unwise request of all. You will bury your children, and your grandchildren, and your descendants to the twentieth generation, before your own life finally ends. You will take a mate, and in thirty short years, you will say an eternal goodbye to her. You will take another, and be forced to say goodbye to her as well. Your life will be one of sadness and mourning as you outlive everyone you have ever loved."

Agnarr forced himself to look the dragon in the eye. "With respect, sir, that isn't true. There are two whom I love but won't outlive – Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, and my brother. Maybe I'll add Night-fury-smallest-girl to that short list. If I have those friends beside me, I can endure anything else that happens. Without those three, nothing else matters. I choose long life."

"Very well." He glanced at Smallest-girl. "Step back, little one." She did so. Agnarr struggled to stay on his feet. Tian-long closed his eyes and seemed to go into a trance for a few seconds.

Then a cloudy mass of light surrounded the slender human. It rippled with pale colors, like a huge soap bubble filled with smoke. It swirled around him for the time it took Agnarr to draw three breaths; then it was gone. That was all.

Agnarr stood straight and drew in a deep breath. There were no more black blotches on his skin. He looked at himself in wonder, and felt for the place where his leg wound had been. "The pain... is gone!" he exclaimed. "Thank you, sir. Thank you!"

"We do not intervene in the lives of every sick human," Tian-long smiled, "but all the dragons speak well of you, and that is why we have given you these gifts." He smiled a huge, toothy dragon smile. "Always remember, Agnarr – the key to understanding is clear communication. Surrounded by dragons as you are, I think you will soon learn some interesting lessons in this. Enjoy your long life, and may you never regret the choice you made today."

"Even if I do, I think it will be worth it," he replied. "Again, thank you." He turned, saw Bang standing about twenty feet away, and ran to him, throwing his arms around the thick black neck. "I'm all better, Bang! All better! It's like it never even happened."

"I am happy for you, my life-long friend."
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"What do you _mean,_ you don't want to learn how to fly?!"

Agnarr could not believe his ears. It had been two days since his twin brother had accidentally been turned into a Night Fury, and in all that time, he had made no attempt to learn how to do what dragons do best. He'd declined multiple invitations to join Newest-boy's flight school for new Night Furies; he'd politely turned away when Six offered to teach him; he hadn't tried to teach himself anything. As far as Agnarr knew, Agmundr hadn't even attempted to spread his wings. Could this be the brother who went flying on Six's back at every opportunity, who was endlessly fascinated with the view from half a mile up, who had been sorely tempted when offered the chance to become a dragon back in Berk? Now he really _was_ a dragon, and he was suddenly determined to stay on the ground.

Six had made one more attempt, and tried hard to be nice about it, but he'd refused again. Ancient dragons have extraordinary patience, but Six was less than three years old and could be as hot-headed as any human. She lost her cool. "Are you planning to join the Grounded in this crater, you stubborn hatchling? There are over two thousand miles of rough terrain between us and Berk, and I can't carry you on my back any more! Either _you_ learn to fly, or _we're_ going to leave you behind!" She turned her back on him, lay down on the rocks, and folded her forelegs in a gesture that any human could understand.

Agnarr stepped over to his brother and rested a hand on his huge black head. _This is my brother,_ he kept telling himself. _This is my brother_. "Agmundr, talk to me. What's the issue here? You used to _love_ flying! This is supposed to be your dream come true. Why won't you even try it?"

"I can't explain," Agmundr growled sadly. "Hard to put into words. Harder to put into Forge words."

"Okay… I know you pretty well. Would I be right if I guessed that this is some kind of line you aren't willing to cross? As soon as you try to fly, you'll be accepting the fact that you're a dragon? You'll have to admit to yourself that you'll never be human again? Am I right?"

Agmundr stared at him, wide-eyed. "Of course you are," he admitted. "You know me better than I know myself!"

"Okay, then." Agnarr sat in front of his brother, who lay down so they could make eye contact without neck strain. "I don't know how to put this nicely, so I'm just going to say it. For better or for worse, you _are_ a dragon. No one and nothing can undo that. You've crossed that line already. Flying, walking, doing handstands… none of that is going to change what you are. The only question left is, what kind of dragon are you going to be? Are you going to fight it, or are you going to let yourself be awesome?"

He rubbed his brother on the nose, trying not to be patronizing about it. "I want you to be awesome, Agmundr. I know you can do it."

"I have never been awesome for one day of my life," Agmundr rumbled.

"Me, neither. But you're a Night Fury now, brother. That changes everything. Go do something awesome. Do it for both of us."

After a few seconds, Agmundr got to his feet and shuffled around to face Night-fury-six-shooter. "I'm sorry about being stubborn and stupid. I'm ready to learn now."

She blinked at him, then rose. "Okay. We'll start at the beginning. Climb up on that rock and face to your right. Fan your tail fins into a 'V' – a little flatter. That's good. Spread your wings as far as they'll go, and keep them tense. When I say 'go,' just jump forward without flapping, and you'll glide until you land over there. Make sure to keep your tail straight! Are you ready?"

"No," he said apologetically. He turned towards Agnarr. "I have never started new project without you before."

"I'll be with you," Agnarr exclaimed. "As soon as you take off, I'll be running right beside you until the moment you land, unless you wind up in the water or something. We're still a team."

"He probably shouldn't ride you on your first flight," Six added. "You'll have enough on your mind. Besides, he once said he'd feel weird riding around on his brother's back."

"Okay," he said, sounding like he wasn't fully convinced. He spread his wings. "I think I'm ready."

"All righty, then," Six smiled. "Ready… straighten that tail a little… GO!" Agmundr jumped off the rock.

He suddenly found himself twelve feet off the ground. The wind was in his face. His wings were holding him up. He wobbled slightly, but kept sailing forward. "I… I think it's working!" he shouted in amazement.

Agnarr was running beside him, pumping his fist in the air, slowly falling behind but doing his best to keep up. "YEAH!" he shouted. "You're doing it! You're flying! Go, baby! You're the MAN!"

"Technically, no," Agmundr corrected him, with the barest hint of a smile. The ground was coming up to meet him; he braced himself and skidded to a halt. Agnarr nearly ran into him.

Six glided over to meet him. "That was quite good, for a first try. Climb up there and try it again." He did so. He veered slightly to the right, but corrected himself before he hit the rocks and made a smoother landing than last time.

"Do you know why you didn't fly straight that time?" Six asked him.

"Of course I do – I did that on purpose," Agmundr replied. "I wanted to see how my tail works."

"You're getting ahead of the program, genius," she answered, a bit tartly. "I know you think you've got it all figured out, but watching dragons fly is _not_ the same as doing it yourself. Please get familiar with the sensations of being in the air before you jump ahead to the next lesson."

"But I _am_ familiar with it!" he protested. "We've been flying together for months! I've watched how you fly, and I've felt your muscles tighten and loosen when the wind catches you. I've seen how you use your tail, your wings, even your head sometimes to correct your flight path. Agnarr and I have talked about it, too. Six, I know the theory! Now I want to _do_ it!"

"Okay, hot shot!" Six said. "Tell me how your wings move in level flight."

"Well, I flap down, which creates lift. Then, if I flap straight up again, that will push me down again, so I don't flap straight up. I'll have to angle my wings on the upstroke so there's less air resistance. I think my wingtips will make ovals in the air in level flight."

"I'll give you a point for cleverness," Six answered. "Your wingtips actually make a flattened figure-8 in level flight." She took a deep breath. "Either you know a lot more than I think you do, or you're way too cocky and you need to be taught a lesson. Either way, we'll skip ahead a little and see what happens. Climb back up on that rock and face the lake." He did so. "Now, jump off and try to fly. If you fail, you'll splash, which hurts less than crashing. If you succeed, I'll catch up with you and… and I'll make something up. Any time you're ready."

He looked out across the lake at the far shore, a bit less than a mile away. This was it – the real thing! This was what he'd been craving for months, and avoiding for days. He brought his wings up, fanned his tail, took a deep breath, and jumped.

His first downstroke was awkward and crooked, but he quickly found his rhythm. His airspeed rose. A bit of up-angle on the tail, and he was climbing. He stopped flapping and glided for a few seconds, then swung his tail slightly to the left and turned smoothly. A few more flaps, and he had regained his airspeed. He was almost a hundred feet above the water already. The feeling was intoxicating. Why had he resisted this for so long?

A black shape in his peripheral vision startled him. It was Six, just above and behind him. "So far, so good," she grinned. "For a second, I thought you were going to fly right out of the crater."

"I feel like I ought to be going faster," he said. "Why am I getting so much wind resistance?"

"Tuck up your legs," she suggested.

"Oh – yeah, that would help. Wow, what a difference!" He surged forward; she matched him easily.

"Okay, next question," he began. "When I turned, I felt like I was about to skid in the air. How do I control that?"

"Bank your wings," she answered. "The sharper the turn, the more you need to bank. Your tail can help with the banking as well as the turning. Getting them to work together smoothly takes practice."

"I can see how that would help in a level turn, or a diving turn," he wondered, "but how do I bank my wings while I'm flapping with them?"

"That also comes with practice," she replied. "You're nowhere near ready for _that_ exercise. For now, make a nice, easy right-hand turn and try to stay over the water." Instead, he banked his wings hard and snapped into a tight 360-degree turn, then widened his turn so he stayed within the crater. It seemed so easy, so instinctive! Suddenly, he felt like he could do anything.

Watching from the ground, Agnarr could tell his brother was showing off. He knew he should be rejoicing at Agmundr's first flight – after all, he'd encouraged him to do it. Instead, he felt an empty feeling inside. _We've always done everything together, from working to playing to staying alive. I thought we'd be a team forever. But the team is broken up now. I'm on the ground, and he belongs to the sky. Soon, he'll belong to Six, too. We're still brothers, but it's never going to be the same._

Night-fury-six-shooter maneuvered to get right next to Agmundr's face. "Keep showing off like that, and I'll slap you silly when you land," she growled. "I know this is fun, but it's not a game! You're brand-new at this, and you really can hurt yourself up here, you know."

"I know it's serious," he answered, "but… it all just makes so much sense! I can feel the air under my wings, holding me up. I turn my tail a little, and I feel the wind press against it, and it turns me around. I tip it up, it tips me up and I climb. I can explain all this to Agnarr without using any fancy words, and he'll understand me perfectly! I won't be surprised if he comes up with some suggestions for me." He paused with a surprised look on his face.

"I thought turning into a dragon would be a hopeless obstacle between him and me. I thought things would never be the same. Maybe I was wrong."
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All the new Night Furies had learned the basics of flight. They had gotten some rudimentary instruction in using their fires; the former Asian dragons had taken target practice, while Agmundr had used the time to learn how to fish. They were almost ready to start the long flight home. But before they left, Tian-long had a special request.

"It may be many years before we see any of you again," he told them. "We have never seen Night Furies before, and there is still much about you that we do not know. Before you leave, could you give us a simple demonstration of what a Night Fury can do?"

They spent half the day making plans, and the other half of the day practicing, out of sight of the crater. As the sun began to set, they flew toward the caldera and gave a display of Night-fury-ness.

The four newest Night Furies flew by first, along with Newest-boy, who had taught three of them. They came into view in a symmetrical pentagon formation. He barked, and the four new ones shifted into a square, while he rose up to become the peak of the pyramid. Then he dropped straight down through the square to become the peak of an upside-down pyramid. They shifted through half a dozen other formations as they overflew the crater.

As soon as they were out of sight, Bang and Six flew by, barrel-rolling around each other as though they were tracing the lines on a candy cane. She went into a tight turn, and he followed her on the outside, staying wingtip-to-wingtip. They did a series of loops and swoops together, with Bang in the lead and her nose almost touching the tip of his tail. They glided off at last, again flying wingtip to wingtip.

High above them all, Smallest-girl watched and smiled. It was her turn. As soon as her big brother and sister had cleared the lip of the volcano, she folded her wings and dove.

She felt her speed building up, heard the scream of the air rushing across her sub-wings. Her target, a flat rock near the shore, was getting larger by the second. She waited until the last moment, then launched her firebolt and pulled out of her dive. She nearly waited too long – she pulled out barely three feet above the water, and her high-speed passage raised a rooster-tail of spray behind her. The firebolt exploded with a satisfying purple flash. _Night Furies never miss,_ she thought happily_. Sometimes we put on quite a show, too._

They all landed in the crater and were met by the Asian dragons. Flying with _chi_ was graceful, but not fast; they had never seen such maneuvers. "I admit, we are impressed," Tian-long exclaimed. "We will be talking about this visit for years to come. Thank you for giving some of our Grounded a new life."

"Thank you for healing our friend, and for all the kindness you have shown us," Bang replied. "The dragons of Berk will be eager to learn about you. I think some of the humans will also be eager."

The next morning, it was time to go. They packed the human's supplies and tied them onto the backs of assorted Night Furies, said a final farewell, and launched themselves into the sky. Their human numbers had been cut in half, from two to one, but their dragon numbers had doubled, from four to eight. The long hours of cross-country flying would still be monotonous, but four of them knew the way, so their fear of missing their destination was gone. Three of the others were full of questions about Berk, and Dragon Island, and the other kinds of dragons, and the ocean, but about humans most of all. Bang and Six took turns teaching them about Berk's Vikings, the Berserkers, the Outcasts, and some of the other tribes and groups in the Northland. When Six wasn't answering their questions, she stayed close to Agmundr, who seemed to like it that way.

When they made camp the first night, Bang called a meeting of the Night Furies. "As some of you know, we found another nest of dragons on our way here. They were being mistreated by a Night Fury who has gone off-center. I promised them we would do something about that. I'd like you all to think about ways to deal with a powerful, unstable dragon without killing him."

"That could be hard," Bi-xi thought out loud. "We have a huge advantage in numbers, but he is probably bigger and more experienced than any of us."

"Our fires aren't the way to do it," Six added. "Either they'd be too weak to hurt him, or they'd be powerful enough to knock him out of the sky, or damage his wings. Either one would be fatal."

"May I say something?" Agmundr asked hesitantly.

"Of course you can! You're a Night Fury too," Bang answered, slightly surprised.

"I don't think we should be trying to hurt him," Agmundr went on. "I think we should do something nice for him." He explained his idea, but admitted he had no thoughts on how to make it happen. "My brother always does the practical thinking," he explained.

"It's the best idea we've got," Six nodded. "Maybe the rest of us together can come up with something as good as your brother would, if he was thinking in terms of dragon tactics." They spent two hours coming up with ways to implement Agmundr's plan.

"The best thing I can say is, it might work," Bang commented at last. "We'll have to try it and see. Six, I'm sorry we gave you such a rotten role to play in this, but you're the only one who can do it."

"I can handle it," she said confidently. "Just don't let me down."

Then they heard Agnarr's sleepy voice. "I don't suppose you guys can keep it down out there?"

"You are not asleep?" Bang asked. "We thought you sleep better this time, now that you are not sick."

"I'm sleeping worse," Agnarr replied. "I've never slept in a tent alone before." Without a word, Agmundr lay down right next to the tent. Apparently, that was enough, because Agnarr slept through the rest of the night without difficulty.

"Are there any other little details we should be thinking about?" Six asked her brother quietly.

"I'm not sure how much thinking this will take," he replied, "but I realized this afternoon that we started our journey just before the Vikings' winter holiday. We might get home and find that we've got a brand-new hatchling brother or sister waiting for us."

"You're right! I'd forgotten about that, too. What do you think we'll get – a brother or a sister?"

Bang thought for a second. "I've already got two sisters, so I'd like to have a brother."

Six shook her head. "The odds are in favor of another girl. Mom and Dad have made twice as many girls as boys, so that's what I'm predicting."

"I guess we'll have to wait and see," Bang nodded as he curled up to sleep. Six padded over and lay down next to Agmundr, who stirred slightly but didn't wake up.

It took them two more days to cross the mountain range. As they passed a particularly impressive peak, Agnarr said out loud, "I'll never get tired of the view from the sky."

"It always amazes me too," Bang replied. "Do you feel normal? Your voice sounds different. It is lower."

"My throat has been scratchy ever since we left the volcano," Agnarr replied. "What's really weird is, my ears feel scratchy too." He suddenly looked grim. "Could I have caught some kind of strange sickness from the dragons?"

"We know almost nothing about them," Bang admitted. "It is possible."

"They said they limit their contacts with humans," Six chimed in. "Maybe there is reason for that."

"That would stink," Agnarr said disgustedly. "They healed me of one disease, and they gave me another one in its place."

"Tian-long would not have sent you away if he knew it was serious," Six decided.

"As usual, I hope you're right," Agnarr said resignedly.

Then came the two-day flight across the rocky desert. The tepid water of the water hole was probably the most delicious thing most of them had ever tasted. They used the time in the air to refine their plan as much as they could. They explained it to Agnarr, who merely said, "I don't know much about dragon fighting, but it sounds good to me."

They finally approached their first destination. "We're going to stop just before we get to the mountain lake," Bang decided. "We'll use half a day to rest and relax; I think we need it, especially all these brand-new Night Furies who aren't used to flapping and gliding all day. We need to be fresh and strong when we take on that off-center Night Fury." They landed next to a chilly stream that flowed out of the lake, and spent the day fishing and sleeping. Agnarr stretched his legs and paced back and forth a lot. He was surrounded by friends, but he was the only human around. That was a sensation he had never known before, and it bothered him more than he would admit.

He wandered over a hill and sat down on the far side. He wanted to be alone to think. But after a few minutes, he heard something coming up behind him. He didn't bother to look to see who it was.

"Hi, Agmundr."

"Is it all right if I join you?"

"Of course." The dragon flopped down in the grass next to him. "Agmundr… what are we going to do?"

"You will be smith helper, I will be dragon, and we will be brothers."

"But how is that going to _work?_ I always got my ideas from you! Is Gobber going to clear a dragon-sized space in the forge so you can sit and watch me work? Will he add a sand table so you can make sketches of your ideas for me to refine?" He stared into his brother's huge green eyes. "For the first time in my life, I'm feeling alone! I don't like it. I don't know how to handle it."

"But you are not alone! I will always be your brother. Nothing can change that."

"But it's _not_ the _same!_" Agnarr burst out. "When we started this journey, I was scared that I was going to die, but somehow it was okay because you were there, too. Now, I'm perfectly healthy, except for this…" He suddenly looked puzzled. "Huh. That scratchy feeling in my throat and ears went away. I didn't notice when it stopped, but good riddance. Anyway, even though I'm healthy, I don't feel like we're _together_ anymore. We can't _do_ things together anymore. We can't even _talk_ normally anymore! You have to use Forge, and that still isn't a normal way for any of us to talk."

"I can understand you perfectly." "At least, I sure hope I still can," he added quietly in dragon speech.

Agnarr stared at him. "Say that again."

"I said, I can –"

"No, not the Forge part! Say the part that came after that!"

"That was dragon speech."

"Agmundr, _say it again!_"

"I said, I sure hope I still understand you perfectly."

"I heard that," Agnarr exclaimed softly. "_All_ of it! I didn't understand what you said, but I _heard_ it! Like I've never heard it before…" He looked utterly amazed. "Overtones, undertones… what a voice you have…"

Agmundr smiled. It was the first time Agnarr had seen his brother really smile since he'd been transformed. "What ears you have! I think Tian-long did more for you than we thought."

"He changed my ears so I can understand dragon! So I can understand _you!_" Agnarr was on the verge of jumping up and down for joy.

"Agnarr, your throat also itched! He changed that, too! Make this sound." He said something in dragon. Agnarr tried to imitate him.

"Not bad for first try. You said, 'I speak dragon.' Now you learn third language. More work for you."

"I'll take it," he said softly; then he threw his arms around his brother's thick black neck and wept. "You can talk to me! I'll be able to understand you! Maybe it's going to be okay after all." It took him a few minutes to regain his composure.

"I think you are taking this harder than me," Agmundr observed.

"You were thinking about being a dragon anyway," his brother replied shakily. "You lost some things, but you also gained some things. I'm the one who thought I lost everything... I've never been so glad to be wrong." They stood and walked back to the rest of the Night Furies.

"I speak dragon," Agnarr proudly announced. Seven black dragon heads whipped around to stare at him… in puzzlement.

"You speak watermelon?" Bang asked.

"Oops. I guess I need some practice with my overtones," Agnarr admitted sheepishly in Norse. "I meant to say," and he switched back to his new voice, "I speak dragon." That time, he nailed it.

"How did you _do_ that?" Smallest-girl had to know.

"Tian-long didn't approve of his choice of dragon aspects," Agmundr explained, "so he threw in a couple of freebies without telling anyone. My brother can hear us and speak to us now. He just has to learn all the words."

Bang had to chuckle. "So _both_ of you got transformed by dragons on this trip! It's going to take us almost as long to tell the other dragons what we've done as it took us to actually do it!"

"Who's going to be Agnarr's dragon-language tutor?" Six asked, and looked around.

"I'll try, if he's willing," Newest-boy said hesitantly. Bang translated all this for Agnarr.

"I have seen you teach," Agnarr nodded at Newest-boy. "I have no objection."

"Then we should step aside and start," Newest-boy began. "We will start with our names." The year-old Night Fury and the teen-age boy were soon immersed in basic dragon-language study.

"When we started this trip," Smallest-girl commented, "there were a few things I thought would happen, and a few things I hoped would happen. Most of those things didn't happen, and this trip has been full of other things I never even dreamed of. Dragons turning into Night Furies! Humans turning into Night Furies! My best friend turning into a language teacher for a human!" She shook her head. "Life is weird."

"We aren't done yet, Smallest-girl," Six said. "We still have to deal with that off-center Night Fury."
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The next morning, eight dragons gathered in a circle to make sure everyone understood their role in the plan. Agnarr sat outside the circle, trying to recognize any of the dragon words he'd learned so far. He had nothing else to do until it was all over; then he might have to bandage some injured dragons. He really hoped that wouldn't happen. He'd had enough of bandages and injured dragons.

There was nothing left for the Night Furies to discuss. They exchanged wing-taps (a gesture that they had to teach to the former Asian dragons) and took flight. Night-fury-six-shooter gained height until she could see the lake. There were no dragons in sight, so she turned in a quick circle – the all-clear signal. The others joined her, found a copse of trees big enough to hide them, and hid. Six-shooter was on her own. She flew down beside the lake and tried to figure out where the dragons' nest was.

After a few minutes, a solitary Gronckle hummed into view from a wooded valley and began looking for fish. When she saw Six-shooter, she started to flee, but the Night Fury easily overtook her. "It's okay!" she reassured the other dragon. "I'm not him."

"Whew! I can see that now," the Gronckle exclaimed.

"Gather all the fish you want; take your time," Six-shooter advised her. "When you go back to the nest, spread the word that a female Night Fury is here."

"Oh, dear. You're a pretty one. If Night-fury-ruler catches sight of you…"

"That's the whole idea," Six-shooter replied, trying to sound confident. "I've got friends waiting nearby to help me. We've got a plan. Today will be your independence day."

"Really?" The Gronckle was amazed. "We can't wait for that! I'll do my fishing later!" She spun in the air and buzzed back the way she came. Six began counting seconds. She knew how fast a Gronckle could fly, and she knew how fast a Night Fury could move, so the total time would be a good indication of how far away the nest was.

It took about six minutes; then a black blur shot out of the valley, did a quick climb, and zeroed in on her. "That rock-head was right – you _are_ a pretty one!" he exclaimed as he glided toward her. "My destiny will be fulfilled before the sun sets today! Come to daddy, you black beauty!"

"Huh," she shouted back. "I heard there was a _real_ male around here! Do you have a good-looking brother nearby or something? I won't waste an egg on the likes of you!"

"Oh, is that what you think?" he roared, and flapped to close in on her. "You've got some lessons to learn about males, and here comes your teacher!"

He was approaching her from her left, and slightly above her. She waited until he was almost on top of her, then made a fast left turn and dove underneath him. He looped quickly to chase her, but she'd gained some distance on him as she dove. He was heavier and more motivated, and he was slowly closing in on her. That was okay. All she had to do was stay ahead of him until they overflew the copse of trees, and give her friends time to get off the ground.

"Don't be shy!" he shouted. "Dance for me! Wiggle that tail!"

_Keep talking,_ she thought. _Keep opening your mouth and adding to your wind resistance. I'll take every advantage you give me_. She whipped past the copse of trees and zoomed upwards; he followed. _Friends, family, do your stuff and do it well, or I'll be facing a fate worse than death_.

She took a quick glance back, and saw seven black shapes launching themselves into the sky. They were slow to gain airspeed in a climb, but the plan didn't depend on speed. It depended on marksmanship.

"What the…?" Night-fury-ruler was stunned when a small firebolt cruised up from behind him. It missed by several feet to his left, but he flinched away anyway. Then he flinched back when another firebolt hissed past on his right. He took a quick glance over his shoulder, and saw seven young Night Furies chasing him in a loose circle, firing ragged volleys as they went. They were terrible shots – all of them were off-target. He didn't realize they were missing him on purpose. Their shots were arranged to ring him in and keep him on his current course. He was flying up a tube whose walls were made of spots of light that would explode if he touched them.

They were no threat, he decided. They certainly wouldn't stop him from fulfilling his destiny. He was totally fixated on the lovely female who was now less than a hundred feet in front of him.

Six knew he was gaining on her. Now came the hard part. She had to find a gap in the pattern of firebolts so she could escape through it. That meant she had to keep looking back, which would slow her down and let Night-fury-ruler close the range. If she looked too often, he might catch her before her brother could spring the trap. She took a quick glance to her right; no gaps big enough for her. Then a glance to her left; no luck.

"Don't worry, my beauty, I'm still here!" the adult male called to her. "Wiggle that tail for me! Oh, I am going to enjoy this! Maybe you will, too, if you're lucky." She felt like throwing up.

Another glance to her left – a gap was approaching! She counted to three, then threw herself to the left. Night-fury-ruler couldn't turn to catch her because the firebolt pattern kept him right where he was. At the same time, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang fired a shot into the pattern. Ruler didn't worry about that shot, either; it would obviously miss ahead of him. He tried to keep an eye on his female. In a few seconds, he'd find his own gap, escape these annoying juveniles, and catch his prize! He didn't see Bang's shot slow down and spread into a swirling, colorful Vortex until he was barely six feet away from it. Dodging was impossible at that distance. He flew straight into it. With a flash and a clap of thunder, the Vortex vanished. The Night Fury fell, inert, until he splashed into the lake far below.

The shock of the cold water helped revive him. He paddled slowly to the shore, using his wings as oars, and pulled himself back on land. He shook himself dry and glanced up at the eight Night Furies who were circling him. He stared at them. Then, as if in slow motion, he flopped to the ground, sobbing, "What have I done? _What_ have I _done?_"

The others landed near him; the two larger males were the first to approach him. "You're Night-fury-ruler?"

"No," he shook his head miserably. "I'm Night-fury-failure. What have I done to my nest? What have I done to those other dragons? How could a Night Fury do the things I've done? Please do all those dragons a favor and kill me. I've brought shame to my entire species!"

"That won't be necessary," one of them answered. "I've healed your mind. You're not off-center anymore. You can start over!"

"The other dragons will never forgive me," he retorted. "I've betrayed everything a Night Fury is supposed to stand for. It could take _years_ before they trust me again."

The others all looked at each other. He was probably right.

"Then come with us!" Night-fury-smallest-girl exclaimed. "No one knows you in Berk. You can make a fresh start in life, without having to undo anything."

"Would you let me do that?" All eight of the others nodded enthusiastically. He shook his head in disbelief. "Well, I need to apologize to the whole nest, and then I can go to wherever Berk is."

"We'll stand beside you," Six said in reply. "We aren't ashamed of you."

"_You_ should hate me more than anyone," he said, unwilling to look at her.

"Even a dragon's life is too short for hate," she answered. "You weren't thinking straight. Now you are. I'll stand beside you. We're all Night Furies."

"All _eight_ of you," he said. "I haven't seen another Night Fury in forty years! Where did you all come from?"

"That's a _long_ story!" Agmundr answered. "It would take days to explain it all, especially when you don't have any idea what our background is. We're a few days away from home; we can explain it all while we're in the air."

"All right. In that case, let's get my public humiliation over with." The nine of them flew up the valley, following the newly-healed male's lead. He brought them to a cave entrance in the side of a mountain, partially hidden by trees. The cave soon opened out into a huge underground grotto, complete with a glowing blue lagoon, whose walls were pockmarked with smaller caves. About forty assorted dragons stuck their heads out when they heard the rustle of multiple wings, and kept them out at the sight of so many Night Furies.

They landed on a rock that jutted out of the center of the lagoon. "Dragons," the male shouted. "I'm here to tell you all, I have been wrong. Totally wrong." That got their attention. "I'm sorry for all the things I've done to you, and I promise you, it won't happen again. I know you think these are just empty words to deceive you, but I mean it, and I'm going to prove it, the only way I know how. I am leaving this nest. I'm sure you'll be a lot better off without me. Farewell." He turned and flew out the exit without another word. The other black dragons prepared to follow him.

"Do you all have to go?" came a voice from behind them. They stopped. Four young Nadders and the Zippleback they'd met before were gliding down to join them. "We know you probably have important things to do, but… we really need a Night Fury here. There are so _many_ of you! Could one of you stay, just for a while?"

"Most of us have homes we need to go to, and parents who miss us," Six began. "One of us could visit now and then, and help keep order, but I'm not sure any of us can stay."

"Does it have to be an adult Night Fury?" Pu-lao asked suddenly. They all looked at him in surprise.

"Any Night Fury is better than no Night Fury," Sterno answered. "Within reason, of course. Are you any good at solving problems?"

"I come from a culture that values wisdom," he answered politely. "I am new at being a Night Fury, but I have been considering hard questions all of my short life."

"Are you sure you want to do this?" Bi-xi asked. "This is an unfamiliar place, and you are still very new at being a Night Fury."

"We were all raised to take our duty seriously," Pu-lao replied with dignity. "The Night Furies have given me a new life. I owe them much for that. I will fulfill my duty by leading a nest and helping other dragons, the way a Night Fury should."

"When you put it that way," Chi-wen cut in, "all three of us should stay."

"I have a better idea," Bang suggested. "All three of you could take turns. One will spend, say, three months here as the nest's Night Fury, while the other two spend time in Berk, learning more about Night Furies and what we do. Then it could be Chi-wen's turn to spend three months here; then Bi-xi would take a turn. This could continue until you reach adulthood. At that time, you could find a way to choose who will stay in this nest for life."

"That might be the best of all possible worlds," Pu-lao said, and the other two nodded.

"Is that acceptable to you?" Six asked the local dragons.

"You're offering us Night Furies who will get better at their jobs every time they change places? How could we object to that?" Arson exclaimed. "Thank you, all of you!"

"In that case," Bang said decisively, "Night-fury-pu-lao, welcome to your new nest! Govern wisely with a light hand, and don't hesitate to come and ask us for help if you need it." Night-fury-pu-lao nodded. The twins gave him directions to Berk if he needed help, and the others said their farewells to him, knowing they'd see him again in about three months. As they left, he was searching the cavern for an unclaimed cave to call his own. Several of the local dragons were quietly marveling that he didn't just order someone else to move so he could take their cave.

The newly-sane Night Fury was waiting for them outside. "Could I ask you something? I know it's asking a lot, seeing how you barely know me, but could you help me pick out a new name? I chose Night-fury-ruler for myself, and I will _never_ go by that name again!"

"Hmmm," Six said reflectively. "A good name should reflect who you are, or something noteworthy that you've done."

"But I haven't done anything I want to be remembered for!" he burst out. "What should I call myself? Night-fury-nothing?"

"Actually, you _have_ done something noteworthy," Smallest-girl suggested. "How about Night-fury-new-beginning?"

They all glanced at each other. "I like it," Bang decided. "What do you think?"

"Night-fury-new-beginning? I can actually live with that. All right – that's my name. Thank you, all of you. And thank you for healing my mind. I'm totally ashamed of the thoughts I've been thinking, but now I don't have to think them anymore. Shall we go to... wherever it is we're going? Berk?"

"Not yet," Six exclaimed. "We have to pick up Agnarr and his gear first."

"Who's Agnarr? _Another_ Night Fury?" New-beginning wondered.

"No, he's a human and a friend of dragons," Agmundr answered. "He's also my twin brother."

New-beginning stared at him. "I _know_ I didn't hear _that_ right."

"Like we said, it's a really long story," Bang said.

New-beginning shook his head hard. "You aren't kidding! Okay, lead the way." They flew back to the stream, gave Agnarr a quick description of what had happened, let him pack his gear on their backs, and took off. Their final destination was still four days away.
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On and on they flew, retracing their path from the outbound journey. It had taken them nine days to fly from Berk to Fu-cang-long; they'd spent a week and a day there, making sure the new Night Furies knew how to fly; and it took another ten days to fly home, including the time they'd spent at the mountain lake, resolving the problems there. When they camped in the land of Rus, two days from home, they made sure to stay far away from any villages full of hunters in fur hats.

As they approached Berk, Bang motioned for Six to glide closer to him. "When we get home, it's going to be a mob scene. Do you have any ideas for how we should make an entrance?"

"None at all," she admitted. "I figured we'd just let the situation unfold, and deal with it as it happens. The best-laid plans of Night Furies and men will go wrong the first chance they get, so let's just go with it."

Newest-girl joined the conversation. "How about some ideas for helping me get out of the worst tail-smack of my life?"

"Don't try to escape it," Bang suggested.

"And don't be defiant about it," Six added. "That will only make things worse. Take your lumps and get it over with."

"That's not very encouraging," Newest-girl muttered.

"Your sister is right," Bang replied. "Trust me. I've been there."

**o**

Astrid and Hiccup were lounging around the Nest, waiting for something to happen, when they heard a Nadder shout, "Dragons approaching from the east!"

"From the east?" Astrid wondered sleepily. "We didn't send any patrols that way today, did we?"

"Eight dragons!" the Nadder added. That was a lot for a patrol. Other dragons began stirring from their naps, curious. Hiccup wandered over to the edge of the Nest to take a look.

"Astrid, you'd better get over here!" he exclaimed. She came fully awake and joined him. She made her eyes focus on what she saw, did a quick count, and was in the air and accelerating fast. Hiccup had expected that from her, but he still had a hard time catching up to her.

"Eight of them!" she exclaimed. "We only sent out four! What have our kids done this time?"

"Whatever it is, it will probably take us a week to sort it out," Hiccup replied, "so we'd better..." His voice trailed off. There was only one human riding the dragons. They'd sent out two. He shook his head sadly; he'd really hoped this story would have a happy ending. Now he'd have to think of something comforting to say to the surviving twin. That would be awkward at best, heartrending at worst.

Then they were close enough to recognize faces and markings. The returning Night Furies were flying in two finger-four formations. The lead group contained his twins, another juvenile, and a full adult dragon. Just behind them flew Night-fury-smallest-girl, Toothless' son, and two more yearlings. It would take them a while just to get through the introductions, never mind the explanations! Agnarr was firmly astride his son; it was Six-shooter who had lost her rider. He tried to imagine how Toothless would have felt if he, Hiccup, had been killed while still a human. What could he say to Six-shooter? What could he say to Agnarr?

Astrid was trumpeting a mother's welcome. "You're home! You're alive! You're grounded for a _week,_ young lady! Don't you _ever_ take off like that again!" Then they'd shot past each other. Hiccup and Astrid looped around quickly to join the formation, but they had to fly carefully – they suddenly realized that every dragon in Berk had taken off to welcome the young Night Furies home, and the skies had gotten very crowded.

He caught up with the leading formation and managed to glide between his twins. "Welcome home, kids," he began. "You'll get no tail-slaps from me; I'm too relieved to see you again. Before we land and the chaos breaks out, I'd like to say... Six-shooter, I'm sorry about your rider; Agnarr, I am sorry about your brother. I wish I knew more comforting words."

"It's okay, Hiccup," Agnarr replied. "He's adjusting pretty well."

That was _not_ a typical response to losing someone's twin brother! It didn't even make sense! "Adjusting...?"

"Hello, Hiccup," the unknown juvenile said. "I kind of figured you wouldn't recognize me."

It took a lot to surprise Hiccup, but this turn of events almost knocked him out of the sky. He glanced back and forth from his son to his daughter, his eyes begging for an explanation.

Six-shooter looked embarrassed. "Heh heh... I, umm, I had a little accident with my Power."

"She turned me into a newt," Agmundr added, with the barest touch of mischief, "but I got better."

Hiccup shook his head. "Okay, obviously this is _way_ too complicated to sort out in the air. Let's land and you can start explaining." He turned to Agnarr. "First we land, then we talk. Is all right?"

"Yes, it's good, New-night-fury," Agnarr replied in near-perfect dragon speech. This time, Hiccup _did_ fall out of the sky a little.

**o**

When they landed, the first thing Hiccup did was to find the fastest Nadder he knew. "Fly to Dragon Island. Tell Night-fury and Lady-night-fury we're having a family reunion, and they need to get down here as fast as they can."

"Got it," squawked the Nadder, and away he flapped.

"This scene is getting out of control," Astrid fussed. "Where can we go to greet our kids and welcome these strangers without getting mobbed? The Nest isn't big enough for all the Night Furies anymore!"

New-night-fury jumped into the air and hovered above the milling crowds of dragons. "Everybody, listen up!" he roared. Once the hubbub subsided, he went on, "We need some time as a family to welcome everybody home. The Night Furies are going down to the beach. Please leave us in peace until we come back to the village. When we do that, we promise you'll hear our children's story, and I have a feeling it's going to be quite a story."

"And when Night-fury and Lady-night-fury get here with the little ones, tell them where we've gone," Night-fury-mother-of-twins added. With that, the ten Night Furies flapped away to the nearby beach, which was wide enough for everyone to lie down in a circle without crowding each other.

As soon as they landed, Hiccup looked with wide eyes at his twins. They nodded; a TrueSight would probably be the best way to start this. He took in Six's emotions, while Astrid shared feelings with Bang. It took the adults longer than usual to process those shared emotions, because there were so many of them. But it gave Hiccup and Astrid the beginnings of a clue what had happened with their children while they were away.

"I guess I should start with the introductions," Bang began. "For everyone who isn't from here, this is New-night-fury; he's the head Night Fury of our nest, and he's also my father. That's Night-fury-mother-of-twins, his mate and my mother. Mom, Dad, you already know Agmundr, sort of; we'll explain him later. This is Night-fury-new-beginning, and he's got a story of his own. This is Bi-xi, and this is Chi-wen; they were Asian dragons until Six transformed them. They had a third friend, Pu-lao, but we left him behind in the mountain-lake nest because they needed a Night Fury. So far, so good?"

"Can I ask you something?" Night-fury-mother-of-twins demanded. "Could you two stop calling each other Bang and Six? You have perfectly good dragon-names that you won in battle. Aren't you proud of how you earned those names anymore?"

"We picked up the habit from Agnarr and Agmundr," Six replied. "Their tongues got tired saying our full names every time they wanted to tell us something. We talk to them more than we talk to anyone else, so we started talking like them. Is it really that bad?"

"Mother, we're proud of who we are and what we've done," Bang added, "but the rules for dragons are changing. We don't just talk to other dragons anymore. We've got human friends, too. It won't do us any harm to drop a few syllables, as long as everybody knows who we're talking about."

"Not to change the subject," Six said with a trace of a smile, "but shouldn't there be another Night Fury around here somewhere? A much smaller, younger Night Fury?"

Hiccup smiled broadly. "Our new offspring were visiting their Uncle Toothless today, and working on their over-water navigation. They'll get here when Toothless does."

"They?" Bang burst out.

Six glanced at her mother. "You did it again?"

"A mother of twins has gotta do what a mother of twins has gotta do," she shrugged with an odd mix of embarrassment and pride.

"Identical baby girls this time," Hiccup added with fatherly pride. "They're as cute as you were, Six, and they've got Bang's talent for finding mischief."

"You mean they've got _your _talent for finding mischief!" Astrid shot back. "Even their names are an old-fashioned Hiccup disaster."

"That's _not_ my fault!" he protested. "We were trying to decide what to call them, nothing sounded good to either of us, I made a suggestion as a joke..."

"And they overheard us, they loved your idea, and now they won't answer to anything else," Astrid finished crossly. "So, kids, when your little sisters get here, prepare to say hello to Thing One and Thing Two." Smallest-girl snorted.

Astrid whirled on her. "And that brings me to _you,_ young lady, and what you've got coming!" She raised her tail; Smallest-girl braced herself. But the tail-smack slowed down in mid-swing, and Astrid's tail fins brushed across her daughter in a caress instead of a slap. "_That's_ for coming home in one piece," she sighed. "But if you _ever_ take off on me like that again..."

"I won't, Mom. I promise," she said earnestly.

"I think she means it," her big sister chimed in. "She learned a lot on this trip; I'd say she grew up a lot, too."

"Was she well-behaved?" Hiccup demanded.

"Yes," Bang answered without hesitation. "She took orders, she did everything we asked of her... she even let the humans use her as a footstool when they couldn't climb onto our backs anymore. The only thing she wouldn't do was go home when we told her to, and I have to admit, it's a good thing she didn't. We needed her."

"She did her part in the battles we fought, she helped comfort Agnarr when his brother got transformed, and she's the one who came up with Night-fury-new-beginning's name," Six added.

"Really?" Hiccup exclaimed. "You're just full of surprises." Suddenly his eyes narrowed as he stared at his second-oldest daughter. "Night-fury-full-of-surprises," he said thoughtfully. "How does that name sound to you?"

Her own eyes went wide. "A name? An adult name? A real name? I'll take it!"

"It definitely suits you," Agmundr commented.

"Hiccup, yearlings don't get adult-names!" Astrid protested.

"It's like Bang said," he replied. "The times and the rules are changing. If she's earned a name, then she ought to get one."

"Are we going to change her name again in a year or two if she does something really special?" her mother demanded.

"If we have to, then we will," he answered mildly. "I don't want to get into a new-name-every-year habit, but it sounds like she's done something noteworthy on this journey she took, and it's only fair if we recognize that."

"Then you should change my brother's name to Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-leader," Six cut in. "He really pulled us together and held us together, kept us focused, and when we had to fight, he made plans that worked perfectly. It was almost like having you around, Dad."

"Oh, please!" Bang exclaimed, embarrassed. "Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang is good enough for me."

"I hate to interrupt, but can I ask something?" New-beginning cut in. "What, exactly, am I going to do around here? I'm used to overseeing a nest – that's what Night Furies do – even though I did a really awful job of it last time. It looks like this nest has all the leadership it needs. What is my role going to be?"

Hiccup and Astrid looked at each other and shrugged. "Can we get back to you on that?" Hiccup asked. "We might need to think that over for a while."

"Actually, Dad, I had an idea about that," Bang said. "Outcast Island."

"I take that back," Hiccup said quickly. "I know exactly what you're going to do. Tell him about it, Astrid."

"Outcast Island is about half an hour away from here by air," she began. "It's partly full of the nastiest humans in the Northland, but it's mostly a feral dragon's nest. They're almost wild animals; they settle all their disputes by fighting. They desperately need a Night Fury, but not just any Night Fury. You'll have to be good at problem-solving, but at the beginning, you'll also have to be ready to bust some heads. And you'll have to watch out for the humans; they are _not_ friendly. You'll have help a short distance away if you need it, but it will be your nest to guide. Does that sound like a role you'd be willing to take?"

"Night Furies lead the nest," he said thoughtfully. "It doesn't matter what kind of nest it is. I'd be reluctant to bust any dragons' heads after the way I treated my last nest, but I'll do what I have to do. When do I start?"

"Enjoy a quiet night here, and a good meal in the morning," Hiccup suggested. "Then a few of us will fly out there with you and tell the dragons that there are going to be some changes made. They'll be resistant, of course. We'll show them that you aren't standing alone against them, and once things are quiet, we'll leave you to your new nest. Don't hesitate to drop by and visit now and then."

"This is unbelievable," New-beginning sighed. "I thought I'd ruined my life forever, and now…"

"Now you're making a new beginning," Six finished for him.

"Speaking of which, what are _you_ going to do, Agmundr?" Bang asked.

"I'm guessing I _won't_ be a smith's apprentice anymore," he said hesitantly. "Honestly, I have no idea. I'm still adjusting to having wings and a tail; job training was kind of low on my list of priorities."

"At the very least, you need a proper dragon name," Six suggested. "We can't pronounce your Viking name. Neither can you, anymore."

"I guess I'll take whatever name you give me," he replied, "but to my brother, I'll always be Agmundr. Don't be astonished if he calls me that, even though he can speak dragon now."

"Then I think Night-fury-faithful-brother will be the perfect name for you," Astrid decided. There were no dissenting votes.
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They had barely settled the question of Agmundr's new name when Newest-boy noticed a V-formation of Night Furies approaching at high altitude – two adults and three hatchlings. Four of them broke formation and spiraled down towards them, but one of the adults stayed aloft.

"That will be your Uncle Toothless, counting Night Furies and wondering what the heck we've done this time," Hiccup suggested. Lady-night-fury was the first to land, and after threatening to give her son the thrashing of his life if he ever pulled a stunt like that again, they shared a TrueSight. It took her a while to process all that she received from him, and by that time, the three small Night Furies had landed. She introduced her daughter, Night-fury-first-girl, and the twin girls met their older brother and sisters for the first time. Thing One and Thing Two were every bit as cute as their father had suggested. It took a lot of nose-rubbing for everyone to meet everyone else. Finally, Toothless landed.

"What in the _world_ have you done _this_ time?" he demanded. "I should be used to the insanity this family produces every time I turn around, but how did you double your numbers in less than a month?"

"Long story," Bang replied. "I'll sum up: we met three Asian dragons who were Grounded and wanted to turn into Night Furies so they could fly again. Six tried to transform them and heal Agmundr all at once, but something went wrong and she transformed him as well. Then –"

"That never could have worked," Toothless exclaimed.

"What do you mean?" Six asked, perplexed.

"You can do a transformation, or you can do a healing, but not both at once," he answered. "That's why I couldn't heal my own tail at the same time I transformed your parents. The Power just doesn't work that way."

All the other dragons stared at him. "You're a fine one for keeping secrets!" Hiccup finally burst out. "None of us knew that!"

"You didn't?" Toothless looked as surprised as the others.

"I know you never told _me_ that," Astrid said firmly.

"Or me," Hiccup added. The twins shook their heads.

"I never got a chance to teach you, Hiccup, because you used your Power before I could say anything about it," Toothless said defensively. "I didn't mention it to Night-fury-mother-of-twins because she was only going to transform one person… for which I remain very thankful," he added, wrapping a wing around his mate. "I thought the rest of you were still too young to use your Power."

"You thought wrong," Bang said with a touch of anger.

Toothless slowly faced Agmundr and hung his head. "Then I think I owe you a huge apology," he said slowly.

"Like Six said – even a dragon's life is too short to stay angry," the younger Night Fury answered. "I forgive you. I was toying with the idea of becoming a dragon anyway, so it's not like she hit me with something new and unheard-of. Life happens; it can't be undone; I'll adjust. I have to admit, flying is a lot more fun than hammering out ring bolts for longships." They shared a quick TrueSight, mostly because Agmundr wanted to be sure Toothless believed him.

"So it wasn't my fault?" Six quavered. "I didn't do something wrong?"

"Evidently not," Astrid replied. "I hope you weren't feeling guilty about it. And from now on, we are going to tell _all_ our children _everything_ they need to know, as soon as they're able to use that information, whether _we_ think they're old enough yet or not. Right?"

"Right," Hiccup nodded. Six practically threw herself against Agmundr, who wrapped a comforting wing around her. He was getting more accustomed to making that gesture.

"Anyway," Bang said, "we found another nest that was being made miserable by an off-center Night Fury, so we made a battle plan out of Faithful-brother's idea, and I used my Power to heal the Night Fury's mind. That's him; he left that nest because... Uncle Toothless, what's wrong?"

Toothless and Night-fury-new-beginning were staring at each other, open-mouthed. They each took two steps toward each other, and then they were both trying to talk at once.

"Wait a minute..." "Hold on a second..." "You look familiar." "Don't I know you?" "Were you transformed near the Caspian Sea?" "Did your mother have a silver mark on one ear?" "Are you serious?" "I can't believe this!"

Astrid smacked her face with a wing, in a dragon face-palm. "Don't tell me you two _know_ each other!?"

"_Know_ each other?" Toothless burst out. "We're _related!_ He's my nest-brother!"

"My father was the one who transformed him!" New-beginning added. "I was hatched two years before he became a Night Fury. I actually helped teach him how to dive! My mother took me away after that, so our population wouldn't be too concentrated."

"I haven't seen you in almost a hundred years!" Toothless exclaimed. "I didn't even know if you were still alive!" He turned to Hiccup. "Hatching family and transforming family wasn't enough for you – now your clan is _bringing in_ family for me, too? Is there no limit to what you'll come up with?"

"If it really bothers you, I guess we could send him back," Six said slyly.

"_NO!_" both Night Furies burst out. They were nearly nose-to-nose by now.

"Anyway," Bang went on, "he left that nest because he knew they couldn't trust him, and we left one of our new yearlings behind in his place. The three of them are going to rotate their responsibility every three months until they reach adulthood. New-beginning is going to take over the Outcast Island nest in the morning."

"Could you make it a few days from now?" Toothless asked earnestly. "We need a little time to catch each other up on our lives, and... get to know each other again." They both blinked hard; the others recognized the signs of a TrueSight, and waited until both of them indicated they were ready and listening to the group again.

Guana was the first to speak. "Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, I thought you were supposed to use your Power to make a new Night Fury." She nodded at New-Beginning. "I'm sure he's grateful, but he's not new."

"I'm following in my dad's footsteps, healing an injured dragon so he can be of some use to the nest," Bang countered. "Besides, my sister used _her_ Power to make _four_ Night Furies, so if you take the two of us together, I don't think we owe our species anything."

"Well put," Toothless nodded. "It sounds like you had an adventure for the ages. When am I going to hear all the details?"

"We'll start telling the story to all the dragons tonight," Bang said, glancing at his father for approval. "You can stick around and listen, but it will probably take longer than one night to tell the tale. Maybe we'll visit your nest and tell it again in a few days; I'm sure your dragons will want to know what your son has been up to."

"That might be best," Guana nodded, then turned to Newest-boy. "At least there's _one_ of you who isn't growing up too fast. Can I still call you Newest-boy?"

"With respect, Aunt Guana, I think he's earned a new name as well," Six said hesitantly. "He was the main flight teacher for the new Night Furies, he was Agnarr's teacher for dragon language, and he was very patient and effective in both roles. It wouldn't shock me if he became known as Night-fury-young-teacher."

Guana started to object, but glanced at her mate. Toothless looked like he might burst from pride. "Oh, go ahead, say it!" she said resignedly. "You know you want to."

"_That's_ my _boy!_" Toothless burst out with a huge smile. "Son, I'm proud of you. Even if you did give your mother a heart attack when you left."

"We're all proud of all of you," Astrid added. "Maybe your odyssey didn't start the way we might have preferred, but you've done well. _Very_ well. _Please_ don't do it again!" The group took that as their cue to break up into sub-groups. Astrid and Hiccup were getting more details out of Six and Bang, with Thing One and Thing Two as fascinated listeners; Toothless and New-beginning were talking a mile a minute, while Night-fury-first-girl sat on her father's back, listening in; and Guana was eagerly hearing all three of the newly-transformed dragons' stories.

Night-fury-young-teacher pulled Night-fury-full-of-surprises aside. "I'm surprised you got off so lightly! I'm sure my dad will give me a good slap when we get home... but it was worth it. You've got to admit, doing things the adult way paid off a lot better for you than acting like a hatchling."

Night-fury-full-of-surprises grinned. "_You've_ got to admit, I definitely found a brand-new kind of trouble to get into!"

**o**

Agnarr was wandering around the village in the dark, looking for something to kick. He knew he would probably hurt his foot, but kicking something might make him feel better.

He'd eaten supper in the Mead Hall for the first time in weeks. He didn't expect huge amounts of attention, but it would have been nice if _somebody _noticed that he was back! Gobber wasn't there, and not one other Viking in that room even noticed his existence. He'd never felt so isolated in all his life.

He passed a solitary Gronckle who had slept the day away and was now considering a late-night fishing trip. "Hello," he said in dragon. "Hello," the Gronckle replied, and buzzed away.

He wound up by the forge, which was dark and cold. He entered cautiously, not sure if anything had been moved since he went away, and not wanting to trip on anything in the dark. The clouds blocked the moonlight, so it was hard to see anything.

This workshop for metal was as close as he'd ever come to finding a place he could call "home." In the Berserkers' realm, he and his brother had been bounced from relative to relative, none of whom had any use for them. They'd finally been handed over to Slobberguts, the local smith, whose treatment of them bordered on abusive. Then they'd been carried off to Berk by the dragons, given a spare room to live in, and put to work in the forge under Gobber. Gobber could be kind now and then, but they still relied on each other more than on anyone else. Now his brother was spending quality time with the other Night Furies, their spare room was cold, dark, and empty, and the only place on earth that seemed even remotely pleasant was the forge. It was familiar; there were no threats there that he couldn't handle; he could do things there that would earn respect, for a few minutes at least. But not at night, not in the dark, not all by himself. He soon left... and nearly tripped over a darker-than-dark shape that was waiting by the door.

"Hi," Agmundr said.

"Hey," Agnarr replied listlessly. He wasn't fully comfortable with dragon-speech yet, either speaking it or understanding it, so he spoke Norse.

"I knew I would find you here."

"How come you're not flying to the moon with Six?"

"I tried, earlier tonight. She flies circles around me. I cannot approach her as equal in the sky yet."

"That must stink."

"No one has perfect place in life, except maybe Hiccup."

"There's only one Hiccup," Agnarr snorted. "I might be an underdeveloped, unappreciated smith's apprentice with no friends, but I'm no Hiccup."

"Neither am I, but you will always have one friend. I know you are feeling lonely."

Agnarr almost blurted out, "What do you know about feeling lonely? For the first time in your life, you're part of a group that accepts you and loves you! You might even have a girl friend! _I'm_ the one who's been left all by himself! Don't talk to me about 'lonely'!" But he didn't say it. One simple thought held him back. _He's still my twin brother. Of course he knows how I feel. He always knows_.

He just rested his hand on his brother's black, scaly neck for a few seconds. Then, on a sudden impulse, he jumped onto the Night Fury's back. In dragon, he exclaimed, "Agmundr, let's fly together. Just you and me."

"I thought you'd never ask," his brother answered. "Hold on tight."

_The End_

**o**

_A/N  
>Many people make suggestions for future stories when they write reviews; some of them are quite creative. I always take that as a compliment. But most of the time, your suggestions aren't my style, or don't catch my interest, so I don't follow them. The exception is when I get multiple suggestions on the same topic. I haven't counted, but I got enough requests for "more about Toothless and Guana's son" and "more about the smith twins" that I decided I ought to bow to public opinion and do something about it.<em>

_My original intent was for the chief of the Asian dragons to heal both of the human twins, who would both ask for long lives so they could live with their dragon friends for centuries. One of the dragons would then transform the three young Grounded dragons into Night Furies as an act of compassion. But that seemed just a little too much like "taking the easy way out." I decided to throw my characters (and you, the readers) a curve ball instead, and see how everyone handled it._

_The idea of Toothless and Night-fury-new-beginning being related was almost an afterthought, added to the final chapter just three days before I posted it. At first, I meant for the two of them to be half-brothers, with the same mother but different fathers... but then I remembered, Toothless doesn't have a dragon mother! He got transformed – I established that back in chapter 3 of the original story! Fortunately, I remembered this and fixed it, just a day before I posted this chapter. Otherwise, the continuity cops would have been all over me for messing up my own timeline, and rightfully so._

_As usual, I threw in an assortment of references to other stories. In this tale, they included The Lion King, The Hobbit, Star Wars (sort of), The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, Monty Python and the Holy Grail, and The Cat in the Hat._

_The interesting thing about this story is that the main characters (the two sets of twins) are all OC's. It's uncommon for a story like that to draw much attention. To all the readers who hit the Favorite and Follow buttons, and to all the reviewers, thank you._
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_A/N  
>Reunions can be joyous, bittersweet, awkward, or any of a hundred other feelings; they're usually a volatile mix of emotions. When you thought such a reunion was completely impossible, it can hit you like an earthquake. This story is rated T to go with the rest of "Lightning and Death Itself," although it probably needs a K-plus at worst. The language is all K.<em>

_Welcome to the next expansion to "Lightning and Death Itself." This scenario was suggested to me by two reviewers, Northwest Brony and Havic; Magnor also requested it while it was already in progress, but before it was posted. This is only the second time that I've written a story based on someone else's idea. I probably would have written something similar anyway, but it was their idea for me to do it in the LightningVerse. This story takes place about two years before HTTYD2._

**o**

It was a relaxed day in the nest on Dragon Island. Night-fury-young-teacher, Toothless and Guana's son, was tutoring Hiccup and Astrid's newest daughters, Thing One and Thing Two, and his own little sister, Night-fury-first-girl, in how to fly a chandelle – an upward spiral. He'd had to make a game out of it in order to hold their attention. Guana was taking her turn at holding Night Fury Court, judging one dragon dispute after another, solving problems and dispensing justice as only a Night Fury could do it, while her niece, Night-fury-full-of-surprises, watched and learned. Agnarr, their human friend, was sitting on a ledge with Nadder-all-blue-talks-all-the-time, putting his growing knowledge of dragon speech to the ultimate test as he listened to her rattling off all the news and gossip of the nest. Hiccup and Toothless were lying on top of a rocky spire, their tails dangling off the edge, lazily watching it all.

"Adventures are all well and good," Hiccup decided, "but sometimes it's nice to just sit and watch nothing happen."

"Are you actually wishing for a boring life?" Toothless teased him. "That's not what I transformed you for!"

"Back at the beginning, I seem to recall you offering me adventure, and then offering me the chance to get away from it all, in the same welcome-to-being-a-dragon speech," the younger Night Fury replied. "There's nothing wrong with wanting a break now and then, is there?"

"I guess not," Toothless shrugged. "It didn't really matter, anyway."

"What didn't matter?" Astrid joined them on their ledge, landing lightly as she always did.

"Not much, really," Toothless replied casually. "A few days ago, two dragons from another nest joined us for a while. They'd been blown off course by that big storm that passed through, and they needed a place to rest before they tried to find their way home. They told us about their nest, and it sounds like an interesting place."

"Are there Night Furies there?" Astrid wondered.

"No, they haven't seen any of us in many years."

"Who rules this nest, if there aren't any Night Furies?" Hiccup asked nervously. "Is there another Red Death there?"

"No, no Red Deaths." Toothless was trying to keep a straight face, but his attempt at hiding his smile was as obvious as his smile would have been.

"All right, old friend. Spill it!" Hiccup demanded. "What is in this nest that's so interesting?"

"You were close," Toothless admitted, and finally let himself smile. "Have you ever heard of a Bewilderbeast?"

The other two both shook their heads. "Is it as big as a Red Death?" Astrid wanted to know.

"Bigger."

"Whoa," Astrid exclaimed.

Hiccup glanced at Toothless nervously. "Is it as cruel?"

"Not even a little," Toothless answered. "I suppose the breed could turn cruel, but apparently, this one is quite easy-going. Benevolent, even. He rules his nest with a light paw." He paused. "I've never actually seen one before, either. They say he breathes ice instead of fire."

Hiccup and Astrid glanced at each other and chorused, "Road trip!"

**o**

"You're sure you can keep this nest under control for a week?" Night-fury-mother-of-twins wasn't fully convinced.

"Mom, we're practically adults!" Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang retorted. "We've already had practice keeping a flock on course, and we've got Night-fury-faithful-brother nearby if we need extra muscle. If we really need help, we can send for Aunt Guana or Uncle New-beginning. We just wish we were going on this trip with you. It sounds like it could be amazing."

"We've already been through this," New-night-fury retorted. "You had your big adventure a few months ago; now it's _our_ turn to go flying while _you_ take your first turn at managing our nest. This other nest is supposed to be about two days away, so we shouldn't be gone for more than seven days at most."

"There won't be much adventure, either," Night-fury-mother-of-twins added. "We're just going to find the nest, say 'hello' to the big dragon, learn what we can about the other dragons there, and fly home again. No transformations, no aerial battles, no excitement at all."

"How come you're taking our little sister with you?" Night-fury-six-shooted asked querulously.

New-night-fury leaned over to whisper in her ear. "We're taking Night-fury-full-of-surprises with _us_ so she can't cause any disasters for _you!_ You can thank me later." Six had to nod at that. Her sister had grown up a lot during their great voyage together, but she was still naturally drawn to trouble, as surely as sparks fly upward.

The four dragons – New-night-fury, Night-fury-mother-of-twins, Night-fury-full-of-surprises, and Night-fury himself – all exchanged TrueSights with the rest of their kind before they left. It took a few minutes, because there were so many Night Furies now, even with two of them away managing other nests.

"Hey, that reminds me!" Astrid burst out. "Next week will be the end of Night-fury-pu-lao's third month in his new nest. Figure out which of his friends is supposed to take his place, and one of you will have to fly out with that replacement and bring Pu-lao back."

"I'm sure Chi-wen and Bi-xi won't let us forget, but thanks for the reminder," Bang answered. "Honest, Mom, we'll do fine!"

With a final few goodbyes, the party of four sprang into the air and headed eastward.

"You know where we're going, right?" Hiccup asked.

"The dragons who visited our nest gave me pretty good directions," Toothless answered. "The exact entrance may be hard to find, but all we have to do is get into the neighborhood and wait for some dragons to show up. Then we'll ask if someone will make the introductions for us, and we'll find out how the locals do things."

"What if they don't like us?" Full-of-surprises asked fearfully.

"Everybody loves Night Furies, remember?" Toothless replied. "This will be like a vacation."

"Like my last big trip?" Full-of-surprises wondered.

"Kind of, except you're _supposed_ to be on this trip," her father teased her. "You'll probably meet some yearlings who have never seen a Night Fury before, so you'll have all kinds of chances to show off. Just don't get too proud. There may be some dragon types there that we've never heard of, and one of them might be fast enough or powerful enough or clever enough to put you in your place. You're here to learn. Remember that."

"Yeah, yeah, okay, dad," she answered absently. She'd tuned him out right after the "show off" part.

They flew lazily, not trying to set any speed records. This was mostly to test a theory of Hiccup's. This trip was probably the first time Full-of-surprises had her parents to herself, with no other young dragons around, since she'd hatched. He wondered if her rebellious tendencies stemmed from a lack of attention, and if so, maybe some parent-child bonding time might settle her down. At first, it seemed to be working. She asked some serious questions about her mother and father's human past, and how it affected their outlook on life now that they were dragons. She willingly talked about the great journey she'd taken with her older brother and sister and their human friends, and shared some details of the trip that she hadn't mentioned to her parents before, like the rebellious episode that nearly got her sent back home again, and what she'd learned from it. Best of all, she did nothing even close to disastrous.

Bu then Toothless made the mistake of asking if she and his son were going to become a couple soon. Embarrassment instantly took over, and she barely spoke a word for the rest of the night. She wouldn't even make eye contact with anyone, for fear that they'd try a TrueSight and she'd reveal some emotions that she didn't want to make public. The adults gave up trying to coax any more comments out of her, and took over the conversation just to fill the awkward silence.

When they stopped to rest that morning, Full-of-surprises wandered off for a few minutes. "I thought it was an innocent question," Toothless said quietly as they waited for her to return.

"Adolescent girls have their own ideas of what's innocent," Astrid replied. "Don't even bother trying to guess about that stuff – it's like walking through a Fireworm nest without watching your step."

"When you were that age, in human years, didn't you sometimes wonder whom you'd marry?" Toothless asked her.

"When I was that age, I knew _exactly_ who I was going to marry," Astrid said firmly. "Nobody! I was going to grow up to be Astrid the Shieldmaiden, not Astrid the Wife of So-and-so. Even if any of the boys in the village were good enough for me – which they weren't – I wasn't about to let them upstage me or take away my glory. I worked too hard at being a warrior to let some _boy_ cast his shadow over me! Nope, no marriage for me. I even had a little speech all worked out to recite to my father if he ever brought up the subject. I'd tell him I would marry a boy only if that boy could beat me in an axe-throwing contest... with me using the boy as the target!"

Hiccup snorted; she gave him a dirty look. "Do you find that funny?" she demanded.

"No, I just think it's a typically Astrid thing to say," he replied. "You eventually got your wish, in a way. The dragons didn't name you Night-fury-wife-of-Hiccup, did they? They named you because of something you accomplished."

"True, but there wouldn't have _been_ any eggs if it weren't for you, so you still kind of cast your shadow over me," she said.

"Luckily, you can't see a shadow when it falls across a Night Fury," Toothless interjected. Full-of-surprises rejoined them a few seconds later, so the conversation ended and they all fell asleep together. They'd reach their destination tomorrow.
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Finding the Bewilderbeast's nest wasn't hard. The other dragons' directions were accurate, and there weren't many places in that wilderness that were big enough to hide a substantial dragon's lair. They had only one incident on the way in. As they glided along at high altitude, they saw a single ship at anchor near the ice floes.

"It's odd to see such a big ship, all by itself in the middle of nowhere," Astrid noted. "Maybe they're in distress?"

"Even if they are, there isn't much we can do about it," Toothless replied. "They probably haven't gotten the word that the dragon wars are over; if we got close enough, they'd probably throw spears first and ask questions later."

"We'll make a quick pass at low altitude," Hiccup decided. "We'll see if they really do need help, and if they do..."

"What will we do about it?" his daughter asked.

"I'll think of something," he said. The others edged away from him imperceptibly; even if his "thinking of something" didn't lead to an old-fashioned Hiccup disaster, it was still likely to lead to complications that none of them wanted, not even him. Once they were spread out, they angled down and flew in a broad circle around the ship, looking for signs of trouble.

They got their answer when something on the ship went "twang," and a weighted net came flying up at them. They climbed fast and the net passed harmlessly under Astrid, and they kept gaining height until they were nearly a mile up.

"Should we mark them down as 'not friendly'?" Full-of-surprises asked innocently.

"That was an anti-dragon weapon," Hiccup exclaimed. "A net that big and strong wasn't meant for anything else. They must get a lot of trouble from the dragons in this nest that we're looking for. I wonder what _they're_ looking for. What would be worth taking such risks?"

"Maybe it's the dragons that they're after," Toothless speculated. "Like you say, they'd be crazy to go sailing in these waters with dragons all around. They could be hunters, or exterminators." The others shivered at the thought.

"If their goal was to kill dragons, their machine would shoot spears, not nets," Astrid replied, with a glance at the ship below them. "A net is a capturing weapon. They wanted to take us alive."

"Whatever their goal is, we'll warn the dragons in the nest when we find them, assuming they don't already know," Hiccup decided. "Shall we move on?"

"Not yet," Astrid growled. "They took a shot at me! I owe them one."

"It looks like they have more than one net-thrower," Toothless cautioned her. "A solo attack is probably not a good idea."

"I agree," she nodded. "Who else is with me?" Full-of-surprises nodded immediately, and Hiccup agreed after a second. Toothless looked dismayed.

"Me and my big mouth," he muttered. "Well, if everyone else is going to the party, I might as well come, too."

They swooped in from four different directions. Full-of-surprises' shot hit one of the sails and blasted a huge hole in it. Astrid and Toothless both fired at the ship's left-hand mast, which pretty well ceased to exist after two full-strength Night Fury firebolts hit it. Hiccup aimed at the right side of the ship where the net-throwers were mounted, and sent two of them somersaulting through the air to land upside-down on the deck nearby. The dragons regained their altitude and flew on, leaving the hostile ship behind as though nothing had happened.

In mid-afternoon, they reached a huge icy plateau, pretty much in the middle of nowhere. "That has the look of a dragon's nest," Toothless commented. "Can anyone see the entrance?"

"If it's like your nest, the entrance will be hidden, won't it?" Full-of-surprises asked. The others had to agree.

"Then I guess we'll just circle until we see some of the locals, then fly down and say 'hello'," Hiccup said. They circled for nearly two hours before they saw motion below them. Five small, colorful dragons had seemingly appeared out of nowhere, and were playing tag in the air.

"I don't recognize them," Full-of-surprises said. "What are they?"

"I think they're Scuttleclaws," Toothless said hesitantly. "They used to be very common, but the humans did a number on them. I haven't seen one in years; I thought they'd been wiped out. I'm glad I was wrong. Those don't look like adults, though. Maybe _you_ should lead us in, Night-fury-full-of-surprises."

"You're making _me_ introduce you to a bunch of _babies?_" Full-of-surprises wasn't happy about the idea.

"Why not? You do a great job looking after your little sisters," her mother commented.

Full-of-surprises snorted. "If they do what I want them to do, it's because I guessed right! They don't listen to me. I don't think they listen to anybody!"

"You've learned Lesson Number One about baby dragons," Toothless said approvingly. "You're as qualified as the rest of us, and if they get nervous at the sight of strange dragons, you won't make them as nervous because you aren't as big as we are. It makes sense. Lead us in." She might have argued with her parents, but Uncle Toothless still commanded respect among the younger dragons. She shrugged her shoulders, which made her hesitate in the air for a moment, then spiraled downwards, with the others in a staggered trail formation behind her. They lost altitude rapidly.

They were down to barely two hundred feet when the young Scuttleclaws noticed them. They instantly broke off their game of tag and closed in on the newcomers. "New dragons!" "Black dragons!" "Will they play with us?" "Maybe they'll squeak if we squeeze their tails!" They mobbed Night-fury-full-of-surprises, poking and pulling at her with wild abandon. She quickly unleashed another surprise and let out a loud roar, a mix of pain and outrage that made them all back off.

"Why did she do that?" the purple Scuttleclaw said in the sudden silence.

"Can you tell us how to get into your nest?" Full-of-surprises asked the yellow one.

"Yes, we can," the baby giggled, "but we don't want to." They resumed their game of tag and ignored anything else the Night Furies said or did.

Fortunately, Full-of-surprises' bellow had gotten someone else's attention. After a minute, a fearsome-looking dragon with an armored front end stuck his blade-like nose out of a crevice in the ice. "What kind of trouble have you babies gotten…" His voice trailed off as he saw the four newcomers. "Night Furies!" he gasped. "A whole family of Night Furies!"

"A Rumblehorn!" Toothless burst out at the same time. "I haven't seen one of you in _years!_ Is this nest filled with all the dragon types that have disappeared off the rest of the earth?"

"All I'll say is, if you're looking for a safe place to live, you've found one," the Rumblehorn answered. "I can't remember the last time any of us saw a Night Fury. We thought you were all gone! And now… _four_ of you? You're going to be _mobbed_ by curious dragons!"

"Thanks for the warning," Hiccup said. "We aren't actually looking for a place to live; we're just trying to learn more about the dragons around us, especially your ruler."

"You want to meet the King? I'd be glad to introduce you – I think he'll be glad to meet you, too. I'm Rumblehorn-green-and-red-walks-into-walls. Follow me, please, and don't worry about the narrow entrance; the actual nest is a lot bigger than that." He turned and disappeared down a winding tunnel in the ice that was barely visible from above.

"This is what we came for," Hiccup called over his shoulder to the others. "Let's go!" They swooped into the crevice and followed the local dragon as he zigzagged through the heart of the icy mountain. They flew straight through a large chamber that was filled with sleeping dragons, mostly Gronckles and other Boulder-class, and went on through ever tighter caves and passages until they burst out into a huge open space, lit by the sun as it shone coolly through the ice overhead.

The four Night Furies landed and stared all around them. The walls and ceiling of this huge cavern were made of ice; the roof was held up by huge, irregular pillars of ice and rock. The ground was green with grass and moss in places, while other areas were bare rock; a small river flowed through the middle of it all, lapping at the edges of a large, odd-shaped white island. Dragons of all kinds and colors rested all over the walls and the pillars; some flew in mixed flocks from landing place to landing place. The chittering and calling of hundreds of dragons echoed in the great cavern. It was like the Dragon Island nest, but it was cold instead of hot, five times more populous, and at least six times as big.

The Rumblehorn landed in front of the white island and bowed before it. "Great One, we have visitors who want to meet you," he called.

The island's eyes opened.

The three adult Night Furies all gasped, went wide-eyed, and stepped back, almost in unison. Full-of-surprises cried out and nearly flew back the way she came, but when she saw the adults standing their ground, she landed and hid behind her father. Hiccup noticed other dragons bowing toward the enormous creature as they walked or flew by, so he did likewise, and the other Night Furies copied him. He was the closest to the huge dragon, so he became the focus of that dragon's attention.

"Rise, small friends," the enormous dragon said in a low, powerful, but friendly voice. "Welcome to my nest. I haven't seen your kind in many, many years. If you're looking for a safe place, you've found one."

"Thank you, uhh, Great One," New-night-fury replied. "Actually, we aren't looking for a safe place to live; we've already got one. We're just trying to learn more about the dragons who live around us. We heard about you, but we knew nothing about you, so we came to visit and learn."

"Indeed?" the Bewilderbeast rumbled. "You arouse my curiosity. How have you found a place that is safe from human attack?"

"We _made_ our place safe, Great One," New-night-fury replied. "We made peace with the humans, and we all live together now."

Wordlessly, the gigantic dragon rose to his feet and leaned toward them. His tusks overhung them, casting shadows across them as he looked down on them. They felt a vague itching inside their heads that they couldn't possibly scratch. Finally, after nearly a minute of frightening silence, he spoke again. "On the surface, that is an impossible tale. If I thought you were lying to me, it would hinder my hospitality. But I can tell that you are being honest. That is the greatest extent to which I will use my Alpha power on you." He lay down in the water again. "Again, welcome. How long would it take for you to tell me your story and explain how you made a lasting peace with our hereditary enemies?"

"It could take days to explain it all, Great One," New-night-fury answered.

"We're willing to spend those days," Night-fury-mother-of-twins added, to her mate's surprise. "We aren't in a hurry."

"Good," the Alpha answered. Something in his expression suggested that he was pleased with this development. "We have already eaten today, so if you need a meal, please fly back the way you came and enjoy the sea's bounty. Once you start telling your story, I wish to hear it without interruption, except for the many questions I will probably ask." They nodded and flew back into the winding caves.

Once they were out over the chilly sea, Hiccup was the first to speak. "Toothless, are you _sure_ that King is benevolent?"

"There wasn't a trace of fear in the entire nest," Toothless replied. "Except maybe from your daughter. It isn't a bit like the way the Mother used to run things. These dragons are completely happy and safe here. They aren't being mistreated."

"That's the impression I got, too," Hiccup nodded, "but… man, he's BIG! I thought I was done with giant dragons forever!"

"If he _was_ hostile, there wouldn't be much we could do about it," Astrid added. "It doesn't look like he can fly, so our shoot-the-wings trick wouldn't work, and I can't think of anything else that would work, either."

"He hasn't taken a single hostile act, so let's start by assuming he's friendly until proven not-so-friendly," Hiccup decided. "Besides, if he wanted to take us prisoner, he wouldn't have let us leave to do our own fishing. He didn't even send a local dragon to keep an eye on us." He turned to his daughter. "Do you want to find us a nice school of fish and stun it for us?"

"No," Full-of-surprises quavered. "I want to fly home as fast as my wings can carry me, and then I want to give up adventuring for the rest of my life. I want to go on a mating flight with Young-teacher, and make eggs, and raise babies, and be a nice little domestic dragon, and do _anything_ that will keep me from _ever_ seeing another dragon like that! _Why_ does he have to be so _big?_" The others tried not to laugh.

"Please understand, we're not laughing at you, and we aren't laughing with you, either," Hiccup explained. "We're laughing because we're remembering a desperate battle against a dragon that was almost as big as this one and a lot angrier. It's a nervous laugh. We know exactly how you feel, all three of us." She was all out of snarky comebacks, so she said nothing.

"Speaking of big dragons, what did he mean about his 'Alpha power'?" Astrid asked. "Did that have something to do with that weird feeling I felt in my head when he was staring at us?"

"You remember the go-out and come-back signals that the Mother gave us?" Toothless replied. "That was an example of Alpha power. I thought it was just the Mother and her kind that could do it, but apparently, this Bewilderbeast can do it too. I don't know how it works, but it stems from the size of his brain and the fact that he rules over a nest. Apparently, this King was looking in our minds to see if we were lying to him. He says he won't do any more than that, which means he _could_ do more if he wanted to."

"That doesn't make me want to trust him," Astrid said with a head-shake.

"He probably didn't trust us, either," Hiccup suggested. "Now he does. We can't read his mind, so we have to choose whether to trust him or not. Like Toothless said, this nest isn't a bit like the Mother's nest. I have no reason to mistrust him, except that his sheer size scares me, and that's not a good enough reason to judge a stranger." Toothless nodded, and so did Astrid after a few seconds. Full-of-surprises held her peace and scanned the water for signs of fish.

Once they were done eating, they returned to the ice cave and landed in front of the King. They heard scuttling noises behind them, and realized that dozens of curious dragons were trying to get a closer look at the Night Furies. Many of the local species were unfamiliar; even Toothless couldn't identify a few of them. One big fellow in the back particularly intrigued Hiccup. He had four wings, an owl-like face, and eyes that gleamed with intelligence and curiosity. Hiccup resolved to talk to this dragon when his business with the King was done. The four-winged one could probably offer some worthwhile insights about this nest and the dragons who lived here.

In the meantime, it was time to start a friendly dialog with the biggest dragon in existence.
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Hiccup had never been given a royal audience before. He was used to rubbing elbows with Viking chiefs in his human days (it helped that a chief was his father), but telling his life's story to a king was different, even though the king was a dragon like himself, only bigger. Much, _much_ bigger! "Night-fury-mother-of-twins, why don't you start by explaining how things used to be in Berk?" She cleared her throat nervously and gave a concise description of the dragon raids, the Dragon Training lessons, and the general lifestyle of the tribe that used to be hers. As he'd predicted, the Alpha asked many questions.

Hiccup picked up the story from there and told about how he'd met and befriended Toothless, and how that dragon had turned him and Astrid into Night Furies. Some of the dragons backed away; they'd had such bad experiences with humans that even an ex-human made them nervous. When he got to the part about bringing down the Mother, the Bewilderbeast stirred restlessly, so Hiccup paused.

"Regicide is not my favorite subject," the King began. "But rulership is a great obligation, not just a privilege. If this nest-queen truly mistreated her dragons in the ways you describe, then all I will say is, 'Justice was done.' Please continue."

Hiccup went on to tell the part of the story that intrigued the King the most: the forging of peace between men and dragons. All the other dragons in the nest sat in rapt silence as New-night-fury described the intense meeting with his father on the battlefield. Astrid added the parts about how she and some of their dragons had helped rebuild the Vikings' damaged ships. That also aroused the Alpha's interest.

"Did you trust these Vikings that much, that you were willing to expose yourselves to their weapons, just to help fix their warships?" he asked.

"Great One, when two groups want to reconcile but don't trust each other, someone has to make the first move," Hiccup answered for her. "We were the stronger group, so we made that first move. Yes, it was a risk, but the rewards of peace were so great, and so close to us, that it was worth taking a chance."

"True," the huge white head nodded, "but it takes great courage to make that first move. You have brought great credit to your kind, especially considering that you were newly-transformed dragons. Go on."

Hiccup told him about their homecoming, and how the release of the captive training dragons had led to the formation of a new nest in Berk village and the creation of a new kind of Viking – the dragon-rider. Astrid took over the narrative to describe Guana's transformation, her awkward courtship with Toothless, and how dragons had fought and worked side-by-side with the Vikings to save her children when the Outcasts had poisoned and kidnapped them. Then Toothless narrated the events of the Berserker War, emphasizing how the dragons had fought to protect both themselves and the Vikings, and how the Vikings had labored to heal the dragons' injuries. Hiccup interjected with the story of how the Berserk smith twins had become dragon-friends so quickly.

Then he turned to his daughter. "Your turn," he said.

"Uhh... uhh... my turn for what?" she stammered, still intimidated by the King who towered over them as he listened to them.

"Tell him about your journey to the Far East," Astrid told her. "You know that part of the story better than the rest of us."

She gazed fearfully up at that huge head. The Bewilderbeast actually smiled at her. "Please, young one. If you have a tale that is worth telling, then I would very much like to hear it."

Full-of-surprises took a deep breath and proceeded to rattle off, with many nervous run-on sentences, the story of how her older brother and sister had helped invent a common language for men and dragons; how the smith twins had contracted dragon's-blood poisoning; how both sets of twins, plus Toothless' son and herself, had flown for days to find the Eastern dragons for a cure; how her sister had tried to transform three grounded young dragons into Night Furies and inadvertently transformed one of the humans as well; how they'd found and healed another Night Fury and brought him home with them; and how the remaining human now had a dragon's long lifespan, plus ears and a throat so he could communicate in the dragons' own language. When she finished, there was silence in the nest.

At last, the Bewilderbeast spoke. "I have lived to see strange days. If I didn't already know that you were telling me the truth, I would never believe a word of this. I created my nest to give the dragons a safe place to hide from humans, because the only other way I knew was to wage war against them and win. You've invented a third way to interact with humans, and I believe it's safe to say that no one except you could have done it.

"I had thought your race was on the verge of extinction. Now there are... let me think... sixteen of you?" They nodded. "And with two breeding pairs, you will soon be even more numerous."

"That's three pairs, Your Greatness," Full-of-surprises piped up timidly. "My sister Six-shooter and Night-fury-faithful-brother are probably going to fly together soon, if they haven't already. They really like each other. They always did, even when Faithful-brother was still a human."

"I'm hoping that this one and my son will soon form a fourth pair," Toothless chimed in. "They have a lot in common, and my mate and I are convinced that they're destined for each other." Night-fury-full-of-surprises cringed; she would have turned scarlet if she could.

"Unless I'm wrong, you can make that five pairs," Astrid added. "My son, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, is growing quite fond of Night-fury-bi-xi, from the East. They're spending a lot of time together, and I see all the signs of a couple about to form."

"They are?" Hiccup blurted out. "I didn't know about that!"

"What a typical male," Astrid murmured to her daughter. "He's oblivious to what's going on right under his nose."

"And all this came from one dragon and one human who learned to trust each other. From such a small beginning... after all my centuries of life, I thought I had heard everything, but I am truly amazed by this." The Bewilderbeast blinked twice. "You were right when you promised me a story that will take days to tell. You have given me a fine overview, but there are many details I wish to learn.

"You said you also came here to learn. I think it will be best if I speak to each of you in turn, while the others mingle with my dragons and learn what you will." He looked down at Toothless. "You were the first, and you set all these events in motion, so I will speak with you first. The other three are free to go anywhere in my nest." Toothless stepped forward. The other three could not step back because they were completely surrounded by the dragons.

"Okay, then," Hiccup nodded, with a bit more confidence than he'd felt when the storytelling began. "It looks like our little cultural-exchange program is off to a good start. Let's split up and see what we can find out. Astrid, I don't have to tell you what to do."

"Yes, I know," she sighed, rolling her eyes. "Find some females and do some girl-talk. You know I hate that stuff!"

"Actually, I was going to suggest that you find some fighting dragons and learn what the humans around here are like," he replied. "Tell them about that ship that shot at us, and if they already know about it, learn some more about who's on it and what they're trying to do. Full-of-surprises, go find some dragons your own age. Just hang out and have fun with them. That way, we'll learn about what they consider 'normal' stuff. Me, I want to find that big guy with the four wings. I think he's got some stories to tell." The three of them bounded into the air and scattered.

Astrid quickly linked up with a mixed cluster of dragons and asked them about any recent battles they'd fought. They had plenty to say, but they were even more eager to press her for details of the Outcast raid and the Berserker War. The idea of dragons fighting humans and winning was a new one for them. She spent more time answering questions than asking them, but because there were so many of them with so many comments to offer, she soon got a good picture of human activity in this area. The ship that had shot at them was part of a dragon-trapping expedition, led by a cruel man with marks on his face. No one knew what he wanted with the dragons he caught, except that he took them away and then came back to catch more. He was certainly creative with his methods – he had placed snares and traps all around the nest, in addition to the many weapons on his ship. He and his men were starting to build a fortified building of some kind about three miles away, which made many of the dragons nervous. Aside from him and his men, there was no human activity for miles. That was expected – the Alpha had chosen this place as a safe haven for dragons, specifically because their life-long enemies were nowhere nearby.

Full-of-surprises wasted no time in finding some young-adult dragons. Her method was simple and direct: she located a big cluster of baby dragons, and then flew as far away from them as she could. Sure enough, she soon overflew a group of adolescent dragons of various species, hanging out in a distant corner of the nest, smoking. They were quite willing for her to join them, and they plied her with questions about the outside world, to the point where she got to ask no questions at all. Still, she got a fairly good idea of how these dragons lived, just from the questions they asked her and the things they worried about. She kind of liked being the center of attention.

Hiccup searched the nest in vain for the four-winged dragon. Apparently, he'd left the nest during the Night Furies' retelling of recent events. Hiccup had to admit, that surprised him; why had an obviously smart dragon felt no curiosity about events that were still amazing to the dragons who had already lived through them? Had he found something more important to do? He settled for chatting with some of the Rumblehorns. As Rumblehorn-green-and-red-walks-into-walls had predicted, most of them had never even seen a Night Fury before. It took him a while to find the chance to ask about the dragon he wanted to meet.

"You mean Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human? He probably got called out on some kind of rescue mission. That happens a lot; he's big and strong, and his human friend can do things with her hands that the rest of us can't." "They'll probably be back in an hour or two, most likely with an injured dragon in tow. He'll be glad to talk to you, I'm sure." "In the meantime, can you tell us more about what it was like to turn into a dragon?"

"Sure, but first, who's this female human you mentioned a minute ago? What's a human doing here?" Hiccup knew it would take him an hour to change the subject again, so he resolved to at least get a few of his questions answered first.

"She's the Stormcutter's friend. They do everything together. She isn't like the other humans; she likes us." "She's tried to heal a few of our injuries, but most of them are beyond her skill. She did fix a young Raincutter's broken wing so he could fly again, though." "We can't talk to her or understand her, of course, and she can't fly, but she's welcome in our nest anyway." "Hey, you used to be human – are there any others like her out there?"

He couldn't refuse to answer their questions any further without being rude, so he told them about some of the Vikings of Berk who got along well with dragons – Astrid's parents and her brother Varinn, Fishlegs, Gothi, and (of course) Agnarr. That young man's strained but steadily improving relationship with his transformed twin brother fascinated the Rumblehorns, so Hiccup told them Agnarr's entire story, from his past as an inventor of dragon-slaying devices, to his kidnapping and his adjustment to life with dragons, to his special bond with Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, who'd earned his name by blowing up one of Agnarr's inventions.

He was describing some of the young man's more memorable mispronunciations of dragon speech when they heard a powerful but kindly voice approaching from the entrance tunnel. "We're almost there... keep following my voice... turn a bit more to the left... that's good... we're here!" The four-winged dragon burst out of the entrance with an oddly-costumed human shape on his back and a small green dragon right behind him. "You're about one body-length above the ground. Settle straight down, slowly." The big dragon landed and continued to talk to the smaller dragon until it had landed as well. As soon as the little one was on the ground, its color changed to yellow. There was something wrong with its eyes.

The Alpha noticed the two dragons' arrival. "Excuse me a moment, Night-fury. Stormcutter, what has happened here?"

The four-winged dragon bowed. "Hobblegrunt-likes-to-be-purple was caught in a human tree snare, Great One. He was fooled by the scent of a fish left in the tree as bait. The human female cut him free and we brought him back safely, but I fear he has lost the use of his eyes."

The Bewilderbeast growled in displeasure; Hiccup could feel the vibration of his growl. "How close was this snare to the nest?"

"Less than half a mile, Great One. Their traps seem to be everywhere now."

The Alpha scowled. "The time is not far distant when I will settle accounts with these humans. I dislike violence, but if violence is the only language that the trappers speak, then I will speak their language, and we will see who is more fluent at it. Hobblegrunt, I am sorry for the loss of your sight. You know that the rest of us will care for you until your other senses help you find your way. We will bring you some food from our next feeding time. Rest yourself; you must be tired and very frightened."

"Yes, Great One," the Hobblegrunt said in a high, quavering voice. "Thank you." He bowed in the general direction of the Bewilderbeast and nearly fell over. The human slid off the bigger dragon's side and rushed over to the Hobblegrunt. She made some rumbling, trilling noises and guided the little dragon to a crevice in the rock wall. He lay down there, curled up, and slowly turned purple from tail to head until he was all purple. He was soon asleep, exhausted from his ordeal.

Hiccup cautiously approached the Stormcutter. He hadn't realized how big this dragon really was, until he was standing next to him. As a Night Fury, it took a lot to intimidate him, and this Stormcutter was big enough and powerful-looking enough to do the job just by standing there. But there was no malice in his expression.

"Yes, Night Fury?" he asked.

"I've never encountered your kind before," Hiccup began, "and I'd like to..." He broke off as the human saw him, gasped out loud, and scuttled over towards him on all fours. He backed away; he was used to humans walking on two legs. This woman was well-spoken-of by the other dragons of the nest, but she was acting strangely and that made him nervous. Besides, he had to take it on faith that she was a woman; her head was completely covered in a vaguely dragon-like mask, and her bulky clothing revealed nothing except that she had two arms and two legs. That kind of concealment was rare among the Vikings, and usually meant that someone had a good reason not to want others to know who he or she was.

She took another stride toward him; he backed away and growled softly, not wanting to cause problems when he was a guest here, but not willing to ignore the warnings in his mind, either.

"Well, _now_ what do I do?" she asked in perfect Norse, her voice muffled by the mask. "I'm sure you don't trust humans on two legs, and if you don't like me on four legs either, then that doesn't leave me many options."

The Stormcutter lowered his head until he was almost at eye level with him. "I don't understand her language," he said, "but I think she's confused by your reaction to her. I assure you, she means you no harm. She is a dragon-friend."

"I understand her perfectly," Hiccup replied, "and you're right about her being confused. She speaks the same language I spoke when I was a human. I wonder where she's from."
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Hiccup had to wonder what this strange woman was thinking. On her right was the Stormcutter, a very big dragon that seemed to be her close friend. On her left was a Night Fury, a much smaller dragon that she had probably never seen before in her life. They were talking to each other in dragon language, leaving her right in the middle of a fearsome-sounding dialog that she couldn't possibly understand.

"I found her on a Viking island during a raid," Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human told him. "I had found a human hatchling and was checking him out – I'd never seen one before – when she burst into the building with a weapon. I think the hatchling must have been hers. A fight in those close quarters would have been nasty, but she didn't even try to fight me. We made eye contact. It wasn't a TrueSight, but we shared something, somehow. I can't explain it."

"I think I know exactly what you mean," Hiccup said quietly, recalling the first few times he'd made human-to-dragon eye contact with Toothless.

"Anyway, I could sense that she was out of place there, so I brought her here, where I thought she would fit in. That was eighteen years ago. She never tried to escape or return to her island. She's been a great asset to us, and she seems happy here, even though we can't communicate with each other except with simple signs and gestures. It took the other dragons a while to trust her, but now she's part of our nest, just like a dragon. I think she's curious about you."

"I'm sure of that," Hiccup replied. "Like I said, I can understand her speech. Humans speak many different languages, so the moment she opened her mouth, I knew she was a Viking woman of some kind."

Stormcutter's eyes went wide. "If you can understand her, that will solve half of the communication barrier! I'd give anything to be able to talk to her! Is there a way you can talk to... no, of course there isn't. Dragons can't speak human languages." His face fell again.

"There's always a way," Hiccup said. "You just have to find it. I've been communicating with humans ever since I got transformed. Watch this." He scratched some runes in the ground.

WOULD YOU REMOVE YOUR  
>MASK AND STAND UPRIGHT?<br>IT WOULD HELP ME RELAX

The woman went rigid. She stared at the runes for nearly a minute in silence. Finally, and very quietly, she said, "Can you understand me?" Hiccup nodded.

"How did you learn to understand Norse? Where did you learn to write it?"

I WASN'T HATCHED A DRAGON

She stared again, then hit her mask with her hand. "Of course – you're a transformed dragon! That explains a lot. Does that mean you aren't afraid of me?" He nodded again. She slowly stood and removed her mask.

The woman appeared to be in her mid-thirties, which made her middle-aged by Viking standards. She was moderately pretty, with striking green eyes that looked everywhere and took in everything. Her hair was long, and braided in the Viking style.

"You're a lot like me, in a way," she said. "We were both born human, and we both became part of dragon society instead, only it's a little more permanent with you. Did you accept your transformation willingly?"

NO, IT WAS IN WARTIME, BUT  
>I ADJUSTED QUICKLY.<br>I LOVE WHAT I AM NOW

"So do I," she nodded. "I've never seen a Night Fury up close before. Would you mind if I...?

GO AHEAD.  
>BUT NO TICKLING<p>

She laughed out loud. "I like the way you think!" she exclaimed. "What's your name?"

THEY CALL ME NEW-NIGHT-FURY

"Okay, New-night-fury. Show me what you've got!" He spread his wings and fanned his tail fins as she looked on rapturously. After a few seconds, she sat down right in front of him and felt under his chin. He allowed her to check him out; he could understand what it meant to be curious about dragons. She examined him from head to tail, commenting on his coloration patterns, his scales, his sub-wings, and all the other little details that made Night Furies unique. She made a sour face when she saw the stump of his injured leg, and moved on quickly. He wasn't exactly showing off – after all, he was only being himself – but he didn't resist being the center of her attention for a few minutes.

The Stormcutter looked on curiously. Finally, he said, "Will you ask her if she's happy here?"

YOUR DRAGON FRIEND WANTS  
>TO KNOW IF YOU'RE HAPPY HERE<p>

She glanced up at the Stormcutter, startled. She looked back at Hiccup, then at his runes, and suddenly realized that this black dragon was the key to breaking the communications barrier between herself and the dragons. "Yes! Tell him I'm very happy here, and I understand that he never meant to hurt me when he took me away from my home, and... I think of him as a special friend." Hiccup passed on this message to the big dragon, who blinked expressively and lowered his head so she could scratch under his chin.

"Can you tell her to scratch a little bit to the right?" Hiccup wrote that in the dirt, and she did what he asked. The Stormcutter closed his eyes and almost purred in delight.

"I'm glad you came here, New-night-fury," she said. "Maybe I can keep you here? I've always wanted to know what the dragons were saying, especially Cloudjumper. Night Furies are very rare, but a Night Fury who can translate Norse for me... you must be the only one in the world."

ACTUALLY, I KNOW OF A FEW  
>OTHERS, INCLUDING MY<br>TWIN SON AND DAUGHTER

The others were Guana, Agmundr, and Full-of-surprises, but he wasn't ready to try and explain them yet. He was still figuring out this odd woman and what she wanted.

"Twins? But that's impossible!" she burst out. "Everyone knows that Night Furies lay only one egg a year." She paused. "Don't they?"

MY MATE HAS SEVERAL TWINS IN  
>HER FAMILY. SHE INHERITED THE<br>TENDENCY TO DOUBLE UP. IN 3  
>YEARS, WE'VE HAD 5 HATCHLINGS<p>

"Five? That means your kind is making a comeback! Now _that's_ good news!" She really sounded happy about it. Then her face fell. "I just wish _I_ could have made some contribution to _my_ kind. It's not like the human race _needs_ my contribution – we seem to be taking over the world, at the dragons' expense. Still, it would have been nice..."

YOU HAVE NO CHILDREN?

"I had one... I left him behind when Cloudjumper carried me away from Berk. I have no idea if he's dead or alive; I'll probably never see him again... what's the matter? What's wrong?"

Berk. She was from Berk.

His knees buckled; he barely stayed on his feet. His mouth fell open and his ear flaps went fully erect. He searched his memory; had he ever heard of someone from his village who was carried away by a dragon? No, he couldn't think of anyone. The dragons had never carried off people, just sheep and fish. To be sure, the occasional warrior got carried out to sea because he wouldn't let go of the dragon he was beating with his hammer, but those warriors always got thrown off into the ocean eventually, where they either swam back to shore or drowned. Besides, if she'd been carried off eighteen years ago like the Stormcutter had said, that would have been when he was a baby. He'd never remember anything from when he was that young.

"What's the matter, New-night-fury?" the Stormcutter asked, concerned.

"She's from the same Viking village I came from," he forced himself to say.

"Is that a big coincidence? I mean, how many Viking villages are there?"

"Hundreds," Hiccup answered. "Maybe thousands, depending on how far you fly. Yes, it's a big coincidence. I'm trying to figure out if I know who she was."

"I'm afraid I can't help you," said the Stormcutter. "I don't even know her name."

"Can you tell me what's going on?" the woman asked anxiously. "Did I say something wrong?"

His claw was shaking slightly as he wrote.

I AM FROM BERK.  
>SO ARE MY FRIENDS<p>

"You are?" she burst out. "From Berk? Then maybe you know my son!" She actually grabbed Hiccup's head and turned him to face her. "You _must_ know him! He's the son of the chief! Is he all right? Did he grow up to be strong and brave, like his father? Is he preparing to become the next chief? Tell me! His name was Hiccup."

For the space of two breaths, he could not move. He finally pulled away from her, unwilling for her to see him cry. But she was determined. She moved around to stay in front of him. The sight of a tear rolling down his black cheek startled her. Now it was her turn to be unable to move.

"You know him," she whispered. "Something bad happened to him. That's why you're crying. Was he disgraced? Was he exiled? Is he...?" She grabbed the sides of his face again, much harder. "Tell me what happened to him! You _have_ to tell me! You're my only link to my only son! I don't care how bad it is – I have to know! TELL ME!" she nearly screamed.

The huge, angry head of the Stormcutter came down, looking over her shoulder directly into Hiccup's eyes. "What have you done to her? Why is my friend so upset? What did you say, and why did you say it? Answer me, Night Fury!"

Hiccup looked at the ground in front of him, where two huge teardrops had left wet stains on the ground. "I can't do this. I can't face this. In my wildest dreams, I fantasized about a moment like this, and now that this moment is actually happening, I can't go through with it. I should go."

"You're going nowhere, Night Fury, until you undo the damage you've done. I care more about this human than you can imagine. I do _not_ like to see her upset like this. You're going to make this right if it's the last thing you ever do!"

"I can't make this right," he said softly. "I don't have that power. No one does. I can't lie to her, and the truth will probably kill her."

"And what terrible truth is that?" the big Stormcutter demanded.

Hiccup glanced at her, and gazed into those green eyes that suddenly looked so familiar. "She's my mother," he whispered back.
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The Stormcutter cocked his head to the left, then to the right, trying to make sense of what Hiccup had just told him. "This human female... my friend... is your _mother?!_ How is that possible?"

"Were you there when I explained to everyone that my mate and I were both transformed from humans?" Hiccup said. It was hard to talk, his throat was so tight.

"Yes, but I... oh! She birthed you as a human, and _then_ you were transformed!" His eyes widened. "But… that means _you_ were the tiny pink human hatchling I was looking at, back in the human village, all those years ago! _You_ were the one she ran into the house to protect! If it weren't for you, she and I never would have met, and the two of us wouldn't be here together! And now you're here as well… it's as though a circle has been closed." With a completely straight face, he added, "You aren't so pink anymore."

"Yeah, I noticed that, too," Hiccup forced himself to say. "But I don't think you understand. I've spent my entire life thinking she was _dead_. My father – her mate – still thinks she's dead. This is a reunion that was supposed to be impossible. I'm not prepared for this, any more than she's prepared to learn that her only son got turned into a Night Fury."

The Stormcutter's huge eyes got even bigger. He finally said, "Did I do wrong by bringing her here?"

"No, I'm convinced your motives were good," Hiccup tried to reassure him, "and I'm convinced that she was better off here than she was at home. But if there was some way you could have told us you meant to keep her alive… that would have been better."

"I couldn't," the Stormcutter said, a bit apologetically. "Even if the male human had given me time to communicate – which he didn't – I don't know how to make those marks in the ground that you're making. There was nothing I could do."

"I understand," Hiccup replied. "But it sure makes this hard between my mother and me."

"Please, tell me what she is thinking about this," the Stormcutter urged him. "Does she need comfort? Is this a time of celebrating?"

"She... she doesn't know yet. She knows that we're from the same town, so she thinks I know her son, and she's begging me for news about him." Hiccup hung his head. "Should I tell her anything at all?"

"We are dragons. Lies do not suit us," the Stormcutter said solemnly. He lowered his head and rumbled in Hiccup's ear, "This is going to be a very emotional moment for the two of you. Perhaps I should leave you alone."

"It would be better if you stay," Hiccup forced himself to reply. "She may want a familiar face nearby when she learns the truth. As you said, she might need comforting, and you seem to be the closest friend she has."

The bigger dragon blinked in surprise. "Maybe you _can_ imagine how much I care for her. You surprise me, Night Fury. I'll stay. But please... don't drag this out. Don't torment her. Tell her the truth. Now." Hiccup nodded and turned back to face her.

She had been waiting with barely-concealed impatience for the dragons to finish their dragon-language discussion. Again she took Hiccup's head in her hands, forcing him to make eye contact. "My son is dead, isn't he?" she asked, her eyes beginning to water. "That's what you're keeping from me, isn't it? Please – I've spent eighteen years wondering. Even the worst news would be better than not knowing." Her voice was quavering. "Tell me the truth! Is Hiccup dead?"

It took all his strength to write five short words.

NO,  
>I'M NOT DEAD,<br>MOM

For a few seconds, it was as though time had stopped. The human and the Night Fury stood motionless, not making a sound, staring at each other.

Then she began to laugh. Hiccup didn't expect this and had no idea how to deal with it. It was almost a relief when her laughter suddenly turned to sobbing in mid-breath and she fell on her hands and knees, pounding the ground with her fists and screaming, "NO! NO! NO!" She broke down crying. "After eighteen years, this is NOT how my family reunion was supposed to work! Oh, gods, _no-o-o!_"

Hiccup rested his muzzle against her shoulder and let out a comforting croon. She pulled away from him and bumped into the wing of the Stormcutter, who had also edged closer to her. "Cloudjumper, I can't deal with this!" she cried. "Get me out of here! I need fresh air! I need to think!" She made a hand signal that the Stormcutter obviously recognized. The big dragon extended his forewing as a step; she bounded onto his back without even looking, and they were in the air and headed for the exit tunnel a moment later. Hiccup took a second to make up his mind what he should do; then he followed them.

The sun had gone down while the Night Furies were telling their tale to the Alpha; the exit tunnel was nearly black. Hiccup's superb night vision took a few seconds to adapt, and he almost flew into the walls once or twice before he could see properly in the dark. After that, he had no difficulty following the big Stormcutter as he swooped and spun through the narrow tunnel. In less than a minute, they burst out of the cave and into open air.

Hiccup flew behind and to the left of the bigger dragon. He knew he was nearly invisible to humans in the dark; the Stormcutter would know he was there, but his mother wouldn't. He wanted to stay close, but he definitely didn't want to upset her any more than she already was. Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human glanced back at him now and then, but made no attempt to get away from him. That would have been a waste of time anyway – a Stormcutter could never outfly a Night Fury, except in low-speed maneuvers. They flew in silence through the night sky.

"I love dragons," the woman told her dragon friend through her tears. "I loved my son. I am not a hysterical little girl. Why am I acting this way? You'd think I'd be glad that the two great loves of my life came together. Well, except for Stoick, of course, but he'll never understand about dragons." She gasped. "What does he think about Hiccup being a dragon? Did he chase his own son away? Is that why Hiccup is here?" She covered her face with her hands. "Hiccup is a dragon. My son is a Night Fury. How am I supposed to react to that? Cloudjumper, if you were ever going to learn how to talk, now would be the perfect time!" Her dragon looked back at her and tried to make a comforting sound, but his voice box was limited. She managed half a smile anyway, and scratched his brow. "I guess I'll take that. I know you're doing your best."

The Stormcutter looked back toward Hiccup. "What should happen next?"

"Just fly with her for a few more minutes," Hiccup replied. "I think flying comforts her as much as it would comfort us. She needs to sort out her thoughts. Then land someplace where I can write on the ground. The two of us have to talk this out."

She suddenly looked all around. "I heard another dragon out there! Cloudjumper, what's going on? Who's there?" The big dragon flapped his four wings and gained height and speed; Hiccup made no attempt to keep up with him. He fell far behind, but stayed close enough that he could keep an eye on the human/dragon pair. If this was going to be their big reunion, getting his mother more agitated was _not_ the way to start things off. But he didn't want to lose her.

After about ten minutes, dragon and rider began to descend toward a small island that stood out in the ice. Hiccup followed them in. He heard the thud of the Stormcutter's feet as he landed, followed by the much lighter sound of his mother dismounting. As he circled for a landing, she was examining the ground, as though she was looking for something. Suddenly she shouted, "Aha!" as she picked up a good-sized rock with both hands and threw it on the ground in front of her. Twin metal jaws snapped out of the ground and slammed together. They were four feet across and edged with serrated teeth.

"That's one dragon trap that will never catch another dragon," she said with satisfaction. She found the buried chain that connected the trap to a nearby tree and pulled it up. "Cloudjumper, you know what to do." The Stormcutter blasted the chain with a prolonged burst of fire, scorching the ground around it. Then he picked up the trap in his mouth and pulled hard; the heat-softened iron chain snapped. Then he tossed his head and sent the trap flying. It hit the water fifty yards away with a dull splash. That was when she saw the Night Fury land a few feet away from her. She tensed up, but didn't back away as he approached her.

"The first thing I have to ask you," she began shakily, "is, can you prove it's really you?"

I AM HICCUP HORRENDOUS  
>HADDOCK III,<br>SON OF STOICK THE VAST  
>AND VALHALLARAMA<p>

She rubbed out her name with her boot. "I always hated that name. I don't know what my parents were thinking when they named me. Oh, I guess it could have been worse – they might have named me Nymphadora or something like that. My friends always called me Valka." She took a deep breath and let it out. "I guess it's you. My only son is a dragon. How am I supposed to react to this?"

I'M 18 – I HAD TO GROW UP.  
>I JUST GOT LONG<br>INSTEAD OF TALL

She laughed nervously. "Hiccup... when Cloudjumper picked me up and carried me off, the last human face I saw was yours. You have no idea how many times I tried to imagine what your face would look like, if I ever saw you again." She chuckled ruefully. "I guess my imagination wasn't good enough."

I TRIED TO IMAGINE YOUR  
>FACE TOO, MOM<p>

"In that whole village full of people, your face was the only one I missed! You and your father, of course. After all these years of living with dragons, my only regret was that I couldn't have grabbed you and taken you away with me, so I could have raised you apart from all the traditional Viking hatreds, and brought you up with these amazing creatures instead. I just knew you'd be better off in the company of dragons than with the Vikings." She shook her head. "At least I got that part right. Hiccup, I have missed you so much!"

THEN WHY DIDN'T YOU  
>EVER COME HOME?<p>

She shrugged sadly. "I couldn't. I can't fly, I can't walk across water, and none of the dragons was willing to bring me home again. When Cloudjumper brought me here, I thought he meant to fatten me up and feed me to the babies; I spent my first week in the nest trying to hide. And getting very hungry! I finally took a chance and ate some of the fish he was bringing me, and I started learning how to live here. I realized he wasn't planning anything bad, and eventually, I began thinking of the dragons as my friends and the nest as my home."

SO YOU WERE A PRISONER, AND YOU  
>DECIDED YOU LIKED IT HERE BETTER<br>THAN HOME? IS THAT WHY I WENT  
>THROUGH THE HARDEST YEARS OF MY<br>LIFE WITHOUT MY MOTHER? IS THAT  
>WHY DAD STILL THINKS YOU'RE DEAD?<p>

"He… he does? Is he all right?"

HE MISSES YOU EVERY DAY.  
>HE NEVER REMARRIED<p>

She shook her head sadly. "That stubborn fool! I told him, if anything ever happened to me, he should find someone else! I wanted him to be happy."

I DON'T THINK THERE WAS ANYONE  
>ELSE WHO <span>COULD<span> MAKE HIM HAPPY

She sighed. "Maybe it's good that I was unable to come home. I never had to make that decision for myself; it was made for me. I loved your father, but I could never make him understand that dragons aren't the monsters he thought they were! Even when they were raiding our town, I knew that, but now that I've lived among them… Hiccup, you have no idea! They're clever, they're curious, they have feelings, they… oh, what am I saying? I'm _talking_ to a dragon!" She shook her head again. "This is so hard for me. I had these mental pictures of what you'd look like if I ever saw you again. Sometimes I thought you'd be tall and strong like your father; sometimes I thought you'd turn out thin and thoughtful like me. The one thing I _didn't_ imagine was… _this!_"

YOU JUST GESTURED TO ALL OF ME

"Hiccup… was it that hard, growing up without me?"

He pondered for a moment. Should he tell her the truth? Would it make any difference at this point? Should he start his new relationship with his mother by lying to her?

I WAS THIN, WEAK AND CLEVER.  
>I MADE A TERRIBLE VIKING.<br>DAD WAS ALWAYS TOO BUSY.  
>GROWING UP ALONE WAS HARD<p>

She took his huge head in her hands and looked him in the eyes. "Hiccup… I'm sorry I couldn't be there for you. It wasn't my idea to be carried off by dragons. If I'd hit Cloudjumper with my weapon when I had the chance, he probably wouldn't have wanted me." She sighed again and looked away. "You went through all that misery, just because I couldn't kill a dragon."

YOU MEAN, WOULDN'T

She looked startled. "What do you mean?"

THAT'S HOW MY LIFE CHANGED.  
>I WOULDN'T KILL A DRAGON<p>

"So your life got ruined because you took after me and did what I did?"

MOM, I LOVE BEING A DRAGON!  
>THE DAY TOOTHLESS TRANSFORMED ME<br>TURNED OUT TO BE THE MOST  
>IMPORTANT DAY OF MY LIFE,<br>EVEN THOUGH I DIDN'T FEEL  
>THAT WAY AT THE TIME<p>

She read those runes twice to make sure she understood him. "Hiccup, the first time I flew with dragons, I was being carried here by Cloudjumper, and I thought I was going to die. The second time, I rode on his back, and I thought I'd finally come alive for the first time! The view, the wind in my face, the sense of freedom… it was like I'd lived with my eyes closed all my life, and then suddenly opened them. I think that was the key to finding contentment among the dragons here."

I KNOW EXACTLY HOW YOU FEEL.  
>IT WAS THE SAME WITH MY<br>FIRST FLIGHT. WE SEEM TO HAVE  
>A LOT IN COMMON<p>

She looked at him intently. "Hiccup, this is important to me. Tell me, with no room for confusion: are you _really_ happy as a dragon, or are you just saying that to try and make me happy?"

I WAS A TERRIBLE VIKING, BUT I'VE  
>FOUND MY PLACE AS A DRAGON.<br>I'VE TAKEN A MATE, RAISED HATCHLINGS,  
>WON BATTLES, MADE FRIENDS,<br>AND EVEN CHANGED DAD'S MIND  
>ABOUT DRAGONS.<br>I'D NEVER GO BACKTO BEING HUMAN

"Okay… _now_ you're pushing the limits of what I can believe! Are you trying to tell me that _Stoick the Vast_ no longer hates dragons?"

WHEN HE REALIZED THAT HIS SON  
>WAS A DRAGON, HE HAD TO CHANGE.<br>BELIEVE ME, HE FOUGHT IT.  
>HE'S SHARING HIS VILLAGE WITH<br>A NEST OF DRAGONS NOW

She got a faraway look in her eyes. "I'd give just about _anything_ if I could see _that_ for five minutes."

HERE'S ONE DRAGON WHO IS  
>WILLING TO TAKE YOU HOME<p>

Again, time seemed to stand still for them. As she thought it over, the Stormcutter leaned over to murmur in Hiccup's ear. "Are things going better?"

"Much better," the Night Fury nodded. "She's accepting me for who I am, and she's contemplating a visit to her old home."

That startled the bigger dragon. "I don't like that idea. What if she doesn't want to come back? I might never see her again!"

"Our village is a day and a half's flight away from here. We can bring her back to visit, or you could visit her freely – Berk is a dragon-friendly place now."

"But what about everything she does for us in this nest? She treats our wounds, she breaks the trappers' snares, and rescues the ones who get caught… I don't think the King is willing to lose one of his most important subjects. I'm not willing to lose my friend."

"Don't panic yet, Stormcutter. First, let's see what she wants to do. She may not want to go, and if she goes, she may not want to stay. If she does… we'll burn that bridge when we come to it."
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Finally, Valka spoke. "I'll have to think about that. Going home, that is. I'd resigned myself to never seeing Berk again; I don't know how I'd handle it. And if I bumped into Stoick... I just don't know. I'm not ready."

Hiccup turned to the Stormcutter. "She's undecided about going home again. For now, she's reluctant to go."

The bigger dragon whistle-purred in relief. "I'm glad to hear that. I just want her to be happy."

"What are you two saying to each other?" she asked nervously.

I'M TRANSLATING WHAT YOU  
>SAID. HE JUST WANTS YOU<br>TO BE HAPPY

"Okay. Tell him I want him to be happy, too. So... what do we do now?"

SHOULD WE GO BACK  
>TO THE NEST?<p>

"Probably. The others will be wondering where we've gone." She gazed at him speculatively. "Would it be all right if I rode on your back?"

YES, IF IT'S OKAY WITH  
>YOUR BIG FRIEND<p>

The Stormcutter was surprised when Hiccup asked him. "She's never wanted to ride any of the other dragons. That's always been something special that she just did with me."

"Stormcutter, you sound jealous!"

For a moment, the big dragon's eyes blazed with anger. Then he forced himself to settle down. "Am I acting jealous? That's ridiculous, isn't it? A dragon, attracted to a human! Impossible!"

"It's not so ridiculous," Hiccup replied softly. "My oldest daughter fell in love with a human. He's been transformed into a Night Fury since then – by accident – so now there aren't any... obstacles... to..." He turned and stared intently at his mother for a few seconds.

"Why are you looking at me that way?" she asked nervously.

"Anyway, don't feel bad," he quickly said to the Stormcutter. "Feelings are what they are. Besides, she's my mother; I'm not going to take her affections away from you." Then he wrote –

WE WERE JUST TALKING ABOUT  
>HUMANS AND DRAGONS AND<br>HOW THEY RELATE TO EACH  
>OTHER. HE DOESN'T MIND IF<br>YOU RIDE ON ME A LITTLE

Valka hesitantly climbed onto her son's back. "Are you going to take it easy on your mother with a nice, slow, sedate, peaceful flight?"

NOT A CHANCE

"Great!" she exclaimed with a smile, and tightened her grip on him. "Now you can _really_ show me what you've got! _Hit it!_"

With a delighted roar, he sprang into the air and flew straight up, beating the air back with his wings as he gained altitude. He could hear the Stormcutter laboring behind him, trying to keep up, but even those extra wings couldn't help him. Hiccup climbed until he was almost into the cloud layer, then rolled sideways into a hammerhead turn and plunged straight down in a rolling dive, whipping past the Stormcutter who was still climbing. He pulled out fifty feet above the water, still moving at full speed, then glided down until he was throwing a rooster-tail of spray behind him. He fired off four quick firebolts in a row, and zigzagged around the columns of spray that they raised when they hit the water. Valka let go with one hand, raised a fist in the air, and let out a whoop of delight.

He glanced back and saw the Stormcutter gliding downwards, far behind him. Hiccup made a big loop-the-loop and came out about ten feet above the bigger dragon. Valka looked down and saw her beloved Cloudjumper just below her, looking up with eyes that seemed a bit sad. "Hiccup, this was amazing and fun, but I think I owe him some loyalty." She stood up, jumped off Hiccup's back, and landed lightly on the Stormcutter, who turned away while she was still on her feet. She balanced nimbly – she obviously had practiced flying like this – and exclaimed, "Don't worry, Cloudjumper! You're still my special dragon friend!" Hiccup made no attempt to overtake them, but followed at a polite distance as they returned to the nest.

He found his mate, daughter, and best friend settling down for the night, so he joined them in the tangled black heap that they usually formed whenever there were more Night Furies than sleeping spaces. Valka leaned against her big friend, who wrapped a wing around her, and they soon joined all the other dragons in sleep. Hiccup and Valka slept restlessly, though.

**o**

The next morning, it was Astrid's turn to have a private audience with the King. He wanted to know more about her laying twin eggs, and he had many questions about how she had made the transition from humanity to dragonhood, seeing how she had been the most reluctant to embrace her new nature. Hiccup, Toothless, and Full-of-surprises had a quick meeting to decide how to spend the morning.

"Let's just mingle," Toothless suggested. "We're curious about these dragons, and they're curious about us. We don't always have to have a plan, Hiccup, especially when nothing is going wrong. Sometimes it's okay just to wing it."

Hiccup shrugged his wings. "Fair enough. We'll probably spend the whole day here, and head back home tomorrow, so you're right – we're in no hurry. But while we've got a moment together, let's compare notes. What have you learned about this place so far?"

"It's definitely peaceful, aside from being under siege by dragon trappers," Toothless answered. "It must have something to do with the Bewilderbeast and how he runs things. I don't remember hearing a single fight break out all day, not even a pushing match. If we lived here, we'd probably be bored out of our minds. There's nothing for a Night Fury to do here except eat, sleep, and fly."

"Yeah, I guess you're right," Hiccup sighed. "When this whole thing started, I was talking about how nice it was to do nothing, but there's something in us that _needs_ to do what Night Furies do. I'd get restless in no time if there weren't any problems to solve or fights to break up. Speaking of problems, I've got a big one."

"Let me guess, Dad," Full-of-surprises chimed in with a grin. "You're hungry?"

"Aside from that," he grimaced. "Do you see the human lady?" They both glanced at Valka, who was examining the blinded Hobblegrunt, and nodded. "Toothless, do her eyes look familiar to you?"

Toothless took a long look at her, looked away for a moment, gazed at her again... and his mouth fell open. "They look just like your eyes when you were human! Is she your kin?"

"She's my mother."

Silence.

"Wow, Dad. That's intense. I thought your mother died a long time ago."

"That's what we all thought, Full-of-surprises. She got carried off by a dragon – that Stormcutter – and she's been here ever since. Now I have to decide, and she has to decide, what happens next. Do I go home or stay here? Does she go home or stay here? Does her Stormcutter friend go with her or stay here? Where is Dad going to fit into all this? Man, this is complicated!"

"I noticed you all staring at me a moment ago," Valka announced as she walked over to join them. "Are you talking about me behind my back?"

NO.  
>WELL, YES.<br>WE'RE TALKING ABOUT OUR FUTURE

She sat down on the ground between Hiccup and Toothless. "Before you talk about me any more, can you introduce me to your friends?"

THIS IS TOOTHLESS,  
>THE DRAGON I WOULDN'T KILL.<br>HE TRANSFORMED ME AND  
>TAUGHT ME HOW TO BE<br>A NIGHT FURY

She nodded at him. "I'm pleased to meet you, Toothless. Why the name?" Toothless opened his mouth and snapped his teeth into his gums. She nearly gasped in delight. "Retractable teeth! Incredible! The two of you must have some stories to tell! And who's this?"

THIS IS NIGHT-FURY-FULL-OF-  
>SURPRISES, MY DAUGHTER<p>

Valka hesitantly reached out and stroked the young Night Fury's nose. Full-of-surprises nervously let her do it, going cross-eyed to keep focused on her hand. "Your daughter? That means... she's my granddaughter! Hiccup, you've made me a grandmother? I thought I'd never see my family again, and now I'm looking at my first grandchild?"

YOUR THIRD, ACTUALLY.  
>HER OLDER BROTHER AND SISTER<br>ARE WATCHING THE NEST  
>(AND THEIR LITTLE TWIN SISTERS)<br>WHILE WE'RE AWAY

"Five... _five_ young Night Furies, and I'm related to all of them? This is unbelievable! You need to bring all my grandchildren out here so I can meet them and start spoiling them. Is that your mate, talking to the King?"

SHE'S NIGHT-FURY-MOTHER-  
>OF-TWINS, BUT TO ME,<br>SHE'LL ALWAYS BE ASTRID

"I even have a daughter-in-law!" She hugged herself in delight, then stopped. "Wait. Your children are watching the _nest?_ Are you saying you're the Alpha over your own nest?"

YES, WITH MY MATE,  
>AND TOOTHLESS RUNS A<br>BIGGER NEST WITH HIS MATE.  
>I GUESS I WAS DESTINED TO<br>BE A CHIEF OVER SOMEBODY

She gazed at him proudly for a moment, but then she had a thought. "Don't you have Queens to rule your nests?"

THE LOCAL QUEEN WAS A LAZY,  
>MURDERING CANNIBAL, NOT LIKE<br>YOUR KING AT ALL. THE THREE  
>OF US TOOK HER DOWN FOR KEEPS.<br>THAT'S HOW I LOST MY LEG

"I was wondering about that. There are so many injured dragons here, I almost didn't notice it."

Full-of-surprises leaned forward and slowly wrote some runes of her own.

WHY DON'T THE DRAGONS  
>USE THEIR POWER TO HEAL<br>ALL THESE INJURIES?

Valka was startled. "I thought you were a naturally-hatched Night Fury! How did you learn to write Norse?" Hiccup answered that.

WE RAISED HER BILINGUAL.  
>SHE ASKS A GOOD QUESTION<p>

"Hiccup, there are just too many injuries," she said sadly. "Besides, the older, wiser dragons have already used their Power, and the young ones who haven't used it yet are the ones most likely to get fooled and caught by the trappers."

SPEAKING OF DRAGON'S POWER,  
>MOM, YOU REALLY SEEM TO LOVE<br>DRAGONS. HAVE YOU EVER  
>CONSIDERED BECOMING ONE?<p>

That thought stopped her in her tracks. She looked at her son the dragon, then at Cloudjumper, then at all the other dragons that surrounded her. Become a dragon? She'd never really thought about it, but...

"Flying would be amazing... and I could finally talk to them and understand them! But I don't know that much about Night Furies yet. I don't think I could commit to becoming one. Do you still have your Power, Hiccup?"

NO, I USED IT TO HEAL TOOTHLESS'  
>TAIL. ASTRID USED HERS TO<br>TRANSFORM TOOTHLESS' MATE.  
>BUT MY DAUGHTER HAS HERS<p>

She looked over at Toothless. "You must be one very well-loved dragon, if all these other dragons are using up their Power just for you." Toothless looked away, embarrassed; Hiccup nodded firmly.

AS FOR BECOMING A NIGHT FURY,  
>WE'VE GOT PLENTY OF NIGHT FURIES.<br>I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT RATHER  
>BECOME A STORMCUTTER<p>

Again, his written words stunned her like a blow to the head. Become a Stormcutter? A powerful, four-winged flier? An intelligent, clever dragon who directly served the King of the Dragons? A long-lived, popular resident of the Nest, second in authority only to the Alpha himself?

She glanced over at Cloudjumper. Her big friend hadn't joined the conversation, probably because he couldn't understand what was being said and written. He was quite fixated on her anyway; he seemed desperate to know what she was thinking and what she was planning.

_If I was a Stormcutter, I could talk to him and understand him,_ she thought. _I've wanted to communicate with him for so long... _Then, with yet another jolt, she realized that, if she joined his species, she could do a whole lot more than just talk to him. His kind was rare. She hadn't seen a female Stormcutter in at least eight years.

His intent gaze suddenly took on a new meaning. She closed her eyes and shook her head, but she couldn't evade the truth any more. She forced herself to admit something that she'd known in her heart for eighteen long years, but had never allowed herself to believe. _He isn't just a protector or a provider. He isn't just my special friend, even though that's all I've let him be._

_He loves me._
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The implications of Hiccup's unexpected offer left Valka feeling almost breathless. Become a dragon? Become a Stormcutter? Finally be able to talk to Cloudjumper and understand him, and fly with him... and probably a whole lot more? She felt Cloudjumper's eyes on her. He couldn't read Norse runes, so he wouldn't know what the Night Furies had suggested to her, but he knew they were discussing something intense. He had shown her such kindness, so many wonders in the sky...

At last, she shook her head. "I can't do it, Hiccup. For one thing, I'm still a married lady, and I still love that big lunkhead of a man I married. I can't run off with a dragon, any more than I could run off with another man. For another thing, the nest needs my fingers and my opposable thumbs. Humans built the traps that are plaguing us, and only my human hands can free the dragons from those traps. They need me, and they need me as I am. Thank you for the offer, but I can't accept it."

Hiccup gave Cloudjumper a quick summary of what they'd said. His face fell for a moment. "If she can be happy, then I'll be happy," he finally said.

Full-of-surprises had a thought, which she wrote on the ground:

WHAT IF I GAVE YOU A  
>DRAGON'S EARS AND<br>THROAT, SO YOU CAN  
>HEAR AND SPEAK<br>DRAGON LANGUAGE?

"Now _that's_ a tempting offer," Valka said thoughtfully. "I'd finally be able to talk to them, and there wouldn't be any down sides to that at all... except that's a waste of your Power. If you really want to use it, then use it to heal that poor Hobblegrunt's eyes, or one of the other serious injuries in the dragons here. I can think of much better uses for your Power than just helping me talk."

Full-of-surprises thought about that. She wanted to do something nice for her grandmother, but there was no arguing with Valka's logic. That was when Hiccup burst out, "I've got it! We can help her talk to the dragons without using your Power, Full-of-surprises! We can teach her, and them, to speak Forge!" He motioned for the Stormcutter to join them; he wasted no time in doing so. Hiccup wrote in the dirt for Valka, and simultaneously spoke to the Stormcutter –

MY OLDEST CHILDREN AND THEIR  
>HUMAN FRIENDS INVENTED A<br>LANGUAGE THAT BOTH HUMANS  
>AND DRAGONS CAN SPEAK.<br>THEY CALL IT FORGE.  
>WOULD YOU LIKE TO LEARN IT?<p>

Both his mother and her dragon friend went wide-eyed and nodded "yes" immediately. Hiccup went on.

IT'S A SUBSET OF DRAGON SOUNDS  
>THAT HUMANS CAN HEAR AND MAKE.<br>WE'LL START WITH NAMES, WHICH  
>ARE ALWAYS KIND OF LONG.<br>HERE'S HOW TO SAY VALKA:

He demonstrated the string of grunts and growls that literally meant "mother-lost-found." She copied him, as did the Stormcutter. Hiccup looked up at the bigger dragon.

MOM, HIS DRAGON NAME IS  
>STORMCUTTER-BROWN-LIKES-<br>THE-FEMALE-HUMAN.  
>HERE'S HIS NAME IN FORGE<p>

The big dragon's Forge name meant "Stormcutter-friend-to-woman." They both repeated it a few times, to make sure they got it.

NOW, HERE'S THE IMPORTANT ONE

He let out a soft, rumbling croon.

THAT MEANS I LOVE YOU

The Stormcutter brought his big horned head down to Valka's level, and they looked each other in the eye, as though they'd never seen each other before. Then, the dragon spoke.

"I love you, Valka."

Her eyes watered, she reached out to him with both hands, and answered, "I love you, Cloudjumper." She threw her arms around his head and hugged him tightly for what seemed like ages. It seemed to Hiccup that the dragon's eyes were somewhat moist as well. Then they turned to Hiccup, and they were both talking at once in their native tongues.

"You've turned this nest upside-down, Night Fury, and you aren't leaving until you've finished the job by teaching us _all_ of this language!"

"Hiccup, I will pay any price, give you any gift, promise you _anything,_ if you'll stay and teach us how to really talk to each other!"

"Whoa, whoa, slow down!" he exclaimed. "We'll teach you everything we know, for as long as we can. But we have a nest to run, and so does Toothless. We can't stay here much longer than a day or two."

"Unacceptable," the Stormcutter burst out. "You can't just give us a few words to say to each other, and then leave! That's cruel."

"Can your daughter stay?" Toothless asked him suddenly. All the dragons looked at Full-of-surprises; so did Valka after a moment, when she realized that her granddaughter had become the focus of everyone's attention.

"Stay here?" Full-of-surprises asked, dismayed. "By myself, with no other Night Furies? Is this one of those practice-becoming-an-adult things, Dad?"

"Think of it as being the center of attention for a wonderful person and a wonderful dragon," Hiccup answered with a smile. "You like being the center of attention, right?"

"Make that two dragons," came a voice from behind them. It was the blinded Hobblegrunt, who was swinging his head from side to side, homing in on the sounds of their voices. "I want to learn this new language, too! I want to thank the human for what she's done for me. I think there might be others, too."

"I know _I'm_ curious," exclaimed Rumblehorn-green-and-red-walks-into-walls, who had been listening from a distance. "The human female is as much a part of the nest as I am, but none of us have been able to talk to her. In eighteen years, not a one of us has had any idea what's been going through her mind. I'd like to know."

"Hiccup, what are they saying?" Valka asked him.

THEY ALL WANT TO TALK TO YOU.  
>WE'RE FIGURING OUT HOW TO<br>GET YOU A TEACHER

"Please work something out! I _really_ want to learn this language," she nearly begged him.

"Dad, how long would I have to stay here?" Full-of-surprises asked.

"Are you in a hurry to leave?" Hiccup asked her. "Are you still nervous about the big guy who's in charge?"

"Not so much, but that could change if he wanted to sit and talk to me one-on-one. I just... oh, I hate to admit this... I'd miss my family." _I'd miss Young-teacher, too,_ she thought, _but it'll be a cold day in a Fireworm nest before I'll admit that_.

"Then we'll keep it down to just a few more days," Hiccup decided. "When we get home, we'll send your older brother or sister to take your place; you can come home as soon as they get here. Then maybe I'll send Agnarr with another Night Fury after a few more days. I'll bet Fishlegs and Meatlug will want to spend some time here, too. My mom and the dragons here will have Forge tutors for as long as they want them, but nobody will have to stay away from home for very long, unless they want to stay. Does that sound fair?"

"Very fair," boomed a huge voice. It was the Bewilderbeast. "I've been listening. When you told us your story, you mentioned the language that the younger Night Furies invented, but I saw no benefit in it for us. Now, I do. The woman has the same right to be heard as any dragon here. I might even wish to learn this language myself."

Hiccup turned and bowed. "As you wish, Great One. The Forge language was always meant to break down the walls between humans and dragons, wherever they might be."

"And so it will, New-night-fury. You should be proud of your children for such an achievement."

"I assure you, Great One, I _am_ proud of them."

"Good. Soon, I will speak to you in more detail about some of the things you told me about. For now, it is meal time. Please feel free to join the rest of the dragons in our celebration." He let out out an unusual warbling basso call, and instantly, dragons from all over the nest were flocking to the exit tunnel. Astrid landed next to Hiccup.

"Man, did he have a lot of questions! I hardly had a chance to ask any of my own. What's going on here?"

"He said it was meal time, and all the dragons seem to know what that means. I think we ought to join them." She and Toothless nodded, and the four of them joined the swarm of dragons that were streaming out of the nest.

The Alpha had called it a celebration, and that was no exaggeration. He left his lair via a submerged tunnel, found a school of fish, and literally blew them into the sky. The great flock of dragons swooped and dove, snatching fish out of the air and swallowing them until they could eat no more. No one went hungry; a few of the bigger dragons (including Cloudjumper) filled their gullets and flew back to the nest to feed the injured dragons, and then came back for their own meal. Everyone was laughing and shouting and showing off their flying tricks. The Night Furies had never seen anything like it.

"I wish there was a way to do this in our own nests," Toothless said with his mouth full.

"If the King is willing, maybe we could send some of our dragons here every few days, so they can all experience this," Hiccup answered.

"It makes me wonder if the Mother could have been a queen like this, if she'd wanted to be," Astrid added. Then she edged over close to Hiccup and whispered, "Look down at your daughter!" Full-of-surprises was playing some kind of game with the baby dragons, batting fish in the air with her nose and swatting them with her tail. It wasn't clear whether she was making it easier or harder for the babies to get their fish, but judging by their happy squeals, the babies were loving it regardless. She kept playing with them until she realized someone was watching her; then she pulled up and acted like she'd been catching her own fish all along.

As they returned to the nest, Hiccup pulled up next to Full-of-surprises, who was watching the Alpha far below them. The biggest dragon was cruising along the surface, looking up contentedly at his subjects. "Do you think that, maybe, big dragons have their uses?" Hiccup asked her.

"I admit, that was kind of cool," she said. "As long as I don't have to get too close to him, I guess he's okay."

They spent another day and a half in the Bewilderbeast's nest, teaching Forge to Valka and a growing crowd of dragons, and speaking privately with the King. Or not-so-privately, in Full-of-surprises' case; the King respected her extreme nervousness and allowed her mother to keep her company during her royal interview. Hiccup and Valka spent a lot of time on their own, talking and writing about him, her, Berk, Stoick, dragons, Vikings, and a few dozen other subjects. At last, the time came for the Night Furies to return home.

"In three or four days, another Night Fury will get here, and then you can come home," Astrid reassured her daughter. "In the meantime, remember – you're doing something very, very important here."

"Take a little time for yourself when you need it," her father added. "Go flying, or make some new friends. Just be careful of human traps. Remember, this isn't Berk."

"Thanks, Dad," she replied. "I guess I'll be okay for a few days."

"I know you will," he smiled. The scene was about to turn mushy and embarrassing when Toothless landed next to them. "Hiccup, it's your turn to say goodbye to the King."

He landed in front of the huge white dragon and bowed deeply, wings outstretched. "Great One, thank you for letting us stay here. We came to learn, and we'll be talking for weeks about the things we learned."

"You gave far more than you took," the Alpha replied with a faint smile. "You've found a way to knit my most mysterious subject closer into the nest, and that is something priceless to me. You and your family will be welcome here any time, and not just for language lessons."

"Is it possible that you might visit us some day?" Hiccup asked hopefully. "I'd love for my nest and my dragons to share a feeding celebration like the ones you hold here."

"None of us knows the future," the Bewilderbeast answered kindly, "but two Alpha dragons have visited my nest, so it would be polite for me to make a return visit someday. We shall see." The farewell was over; Hiccup flew back to the rocky shelf where the other Night Furies waited. His mother was also waiting, with her Stormcutter friend close by.

"Hiccup," she asked quietly, "when are we going to see each other again?"

IT WON'T BE EIGHTEEN YEARS.  
>WE KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE.<br>ARE YOU SURE YOU DON'T  
>WANT TO VISIT BERK?<p>

"Maybe someday, but not today," she said. "Cloudjumper and I have a lot of catching-up to do, and I'm just not ready to face that part of my past yet. When I'm ready, you'll be the first to know." She flung her arms around his thick black neck and hugged him. "Oh, my son, my wonderful son... this isn't how I thought you'd grow up, but you've made me proud and happy anyway."

"Thanks, Mom," he said in Forge, with a bit of a lump in his throat.

Cloudjumper cocked his head. "Thank you, New-night-fury, for making my friend happy, and for teaching us to talk to each other."

"Thank _you_ for taking such good care of my mother for all these years," Hiccup replied. "Just bringing her here probably saved her life, never mind all the other things you've done. You'll get a very friendly welcome if you ever visit Berk."

"Or Dragon Island," Toothless added.

"Hiccup, there's one more thing," Valka added. "The next time one of your dragons comes here for a visit, could he bring me some hand tools? I could be a lot more effective at breaking up those human traps if I had something better than sticks and rocks to work with."

I'LL SPEAK TO GOBBER ABOUT  
>MAKING YOU A TOOL BOX.<br>BUT I HAVE ONE BIG QUESTION.

WHAT SHOULD I TELL DAD?


	89. First Contact, Chapter 8

**First Contact** Chapter 8

WHAT SHOULD I TELL DAD?

Once more, Valka didn't know what to say. "Do you have to tell him about me at all?" she finally asked. "It might be better to keep me... sort of a secret, until I'm ready to face him."

YOU CAN'T ASK ME TO LIE  
>TO MY OWN FATHER.<br>HE CAN ALWAYS TELL  
>WHEN I'M KEEPING THINGS<br>FROM HIM ANYWAY

"You're right, of course. All right. Tell him, 'Through all life's sorrows and delights, I'll keep your love beside me.' He'll know what that means. But then tell him, 'Someday soon.' " She sighed deeply and looked at the ground. "I don't know when. It's going to be hard. He's still a human, right? You're the only dragon in the immediate family?" Hiccup laughed his deep Night Fury laugh and nodded.

"There have been so many changes," she went on. "I feel like I'm just the way I was eighteen years ago, but everyone I ever knew has been changing, and I never knew it. And yet... you've somehow become the son I always hoped you would be. You're brave, you're strong, you've made peace with the dragons, and... all this time, you took after me!" She hugged him again. Hiccup was moved, but he really needed an answer to the big issue that was on his mind.

DAD IS GOING TO WANT TO  
>COME HERE AS SOON AS HE<br>KNOWS YOU'RE ALIVE

"Yes, I know he will. But how can I explain to him that I can't come home? This is my home now." She gestured at the dragons who were flying all around and above them. "These are my people. They need me. I fit in here better than I ever did at Berk; even more so, once I learn how to talk to the dragons. Can you explain that to him?"

I CAN EXPLAIN IT, BUT  
>I'LL NEVER CONVINCE HIM<p>

She sighed. "You're right about that, I'm sure. So I should expect a visitor when the next batch of Forge-language instructors arrive? And a big emotional scene, and a confrontation, and lots of Viking-style bellowing and demands and giving orders?"

MOM, WHY WILL IT BE SO HARD  
>FOR YOU TO COME TO BERK?<br>IT'S FULL OF DRAGONS NOW,  
>REMEMBER?<p>

"I keep forgetting that. But it sounds like you and your other Night Furies have things well under control in Berk. You don't actually need me, not like these dragons need me. Shouldn't I stay where I'm needed the most?

YES, AND YOU'RE NEEDED THE MOST  
>IN BERK. WE CAN BRING IN VIKINGS<br>TO BREAK UP DRAGON TRAPS; WE  
>CAN EVEN BRING IN GOTHI TO<p>

"Gothi's still alive?" Valka interrupted excitedly. "She was my midwife when you were born!"

YES, AND SHE'S BECOME A  
>DRAGON HEALER AS WELL AS A<br>VIKING HEALER. SHE COULD  
>DOCTOR THE HURT DRAGONS.<br>OTHERS CAN DO ALL THAT STUFF.  
>BUT DAD HAS ONLY ONE WIFE<br>AND I HAVE ONLY ONE MOTHER

She stared at his runes in silence for nearly a minute. Finally, she looked at him with those eyes that looked so much like his own. "Hiccup... when you're right... you're right. I'm being selfish. I owe a lot to these dragons, but I owe my husband and my son a lot more, especially because of all the time I've lost. But what about Cloudjumper? I don't think he'll want to leave my side, but he plays a big role in this nest as well. The Alpha may not be willing to let him go."

WE'VE ALREADY GOT A ROTATING  
>NIGHT-FURY SCHEDULE WITH THE<br>MOUNTAIN-LAKE NEST. WE CAN  
>DO SOMETHING SIMILAR HERE.<p>

EVERY WEEK, WE'LL SEND A  
>DIFFERENT NIGHT FURY TO KEEP<br>ORDER AND HELP THE ALPHA, TO  
>TAKE CLOUDJUMPER'S PLACE,<br>AND TEACH FORGE.  
>WOULD THE KING AGREE TO THAT?<p>

"Hmm... he might. I still can't talk to him, so you'd have to ask him, but it sounds reasonable."

YOU AND CLOUDJUMPER COULD  
>BE PART OF THAT ROTATION,<br>YOU KNOW. YOU COULD SPEND  
>ONE WEEK A MONTH HERE, AND<br>THE REST OF THE TIME IN BERK  
>WHILE THE NIGHT FURIES<br>COVER FOR YOU HERE

"Hiccup, I think you might have figured out the answer! I know I could live with that. But do you have enough Night Furies to take on a project like that?"

ASTRID, TOOTHLESS, GUANA,  
>AND I ARE FULL ADULTS.<br>BANG AND SIX ARE ALMOST FULL-  
>GROWN AND VERY MATURE.<br>AGMUNDR AND AGNARR TOGETHER  
>MAKE AN AMAZING PAIR.<br>FULL-OF-SURPRISES AND THE  
>EASTERN DRAGONS ARE GROWING<br>AND LEARNING FAST.  
>I THINK WE CAN HANDLE IT<p>

"All you can do is ask the King. I've made myself his willing subject, so if he orders me to stay, then I have to stay."

About a minute later, Hiccup was bowing before the King, who was settling down for a nap after the day's feeding. "Great One, may I ask a favor of you?"

The huge eyes opened and focused on him. "I thought you were preparing to leave."

"We were, Great One, but we had a thought. We're asking if my mother and Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human could live in my nest for three weeks out of four, while one or two of our Night Furies take their place here."

"You're suggesting a permanent, rotating exchange of dragons?" the Alpha rumbled. "Why?"

"My mother has realized that her mate will want to see her, once he finds out she's still alive. The Stormcutter will probably want to stay with her. They are close. We understand that they are both important in the running of your kingdom, and we're willing to cover for them while they're away."

"They are, indeed, close," the Alpha said thoughtfully. "One problem with your offer is that it leaves my nest without someone who can open the human snares and free the trapped dragons. I've grown used to the help that she can give. I am unwilling to put my realm in that position."

"I understand, Great One," Hiccup had to agree. "Wait... I know! In addition to one or two Night Furies, we can also send a human who's a dragon-friend and speaks Forge. Will that be acceptable?"

"It might be. Do you have authority over humans, to send them where you want?"

"I don't have that authority, Great One, but my father does. The humans I'm thinking of will be eager for the chance to visit a different nest and learn more about dragons. If they learn about this opportunity, it may be hard to hold them back."

"Indeed? Tell me about them."

"All right. The first one who comes to mind is Agnarr; I spoke of him earlier. His twin brother is now Night-fury-faithful-brother, and he has a close human/dragon bond with my son, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang. I could pair him with either of those dragons, and they'd make an effective team. He's very clever and inventive, and very good with tools.

"The second one is a young man named Fishlegs. He formed a close bond with a Gronckle named Meatlug, and played a big role in integrating the dragons into our village. He loves dragons and lives for dragon lore. To him, the chance to spend time in this nest would be like the human concept of Valhalla.

"The third one is my mate's brother, a young man named Varinn. He and his friends rescued some kidnapped baby Nadders and brought their kidnapper to justice; he's become something of a hero to the dragons in my nest. He's friends with a young dragon, Nadder-blue-needs-much-scrubbing, who is still too small to ride; he's good with his tools, very responsible, and if his parents permit it, he'd be a worthy addition to your nest for a week."

The Alpha looked thoughtful. "I can see the advantages in what you suggest. If it works out, then everyone involved will benefit. But I'm reluctant to let one of my most important subjects go without any guarantees that everything will work out. I'll make you this counter-offer: bring in your pairs of Night Furies and human friends for a week each, while my human female and my Stormcutter remain here. Your people will continue to teach Forge to those who want to learn it, and they will work beside my human as they learn about the traps and snares and the injured dragons. Once I've seen that your people can actually take my human's place, then and only then will I give her and the Stormcutter my permission to go for three weeks out of four. Will you accept this?"

Hiccup suddenly realized that the huge Alpha was negotiating with him as an equal. It took effort to keep talking. "That is acceptable, Great One. I'm leaving my daughter here as a Forge teacher. In four days, the first human/Night Fury pair will arrive, and you can evaluate them as they work and learn. Once you've met them all, I'll return here, and we'll decide if this... alliance... should go forward."

"Alliance?" the big one rumbled. "Yes, it is an alliance, isn't it? Our nests will be knit together by a common threat – the human dragon-trappers."

"If it please you, our nests are already knit together by a blood relationship," Hiccup answered. "I just want to tighten those bonds."

"Whether this alliance succeeds or not, I hope you succeed in tightening those bonds," the Bewilderbeast said kindly. "Fly safely and rule wisely. I look forward to meeting your teams of humans and dragons."

"Thank you, Great One. There is one more thing. My first team will likely be accompanied by my father. I mean my mother's mate. He will be desperate to reunite with her, once he learns that she is still alive. He accepts dragons but is not a dragon-friend; he may cause problems without meaning to. Will you permit this?"

The Alpha thought about it for a few seconds. "Will he listen if someone tries to teach him our ways?"

"I'm not sure, Great One. He has a long history of not listening."

"Then I'll assign him a place with the babies, who also listen to no one. Perhaps they can teach each other something." The Alpha was actually smiling. "As long as he doesn't fill my nest with disorder, I'll allow him to visit his mate here. If our alliance succeeds, he won't have to return after a month, because his mate will dwell with him in his nest for three weeks out of four; am I right?"

"You are, Great One. Thank you." The royal audience was over. They said their goodbyes to the dragons they'd met, explained the proposed new situation to Valka and the Stormcutter, reassured Night-fury-full-of-surprises that her relief would arrive in four days, and prepared to take flight for home.

"Wait!" came a familiar voice. It was Rumblehorn-green-and-red-walks-into-walls. "Is it true that dragons can come and go in your nest without fear of humans? No traps? No nets?"

"As long as we stay away from certain islands, we're perfectly safe, yes," Toothless answered. "Let me guess – you want to come with us?"

"Just for a day or two," the Rumblehorn said hopefully. "This is my home, and I never want to say goodbye to it, but it would be so amazing to live without fear for a day!"

"You'll have to catch your own fish, you know," Astrid warned him.

"Your Alpha doesn't feed you?" the Rumblehorn asked, surprised.

"Only when I'm about to lay an egg," Astrid smiled. At the Rumblehorn's stunned expression, she realized that the other dragons didn't understand how they did things in Berk. "New-night-fury, my mate, is the Alpha of the Berk nest, and Night-fury is the Alpha of the Dragon Island nest. Both of them keep order the Night Fury way, but feeding an entire flock of dragons isn't something they can do. Our nest is smaller than Toothless', and his nest doesn't have humans. Aside from that, you could take your choice. That's assuming your King will let you go, of course."

Another quick royal audience later, their homebound flight was back to four in number. "Let's go, before something else happens!" Toothless exclaimed, and they were on their way home at last.
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As they flew home, Astrid edged over toward Hiccup. "This is the first chance I've had to talk to you since you met your mother again," she said. "How are you feeling?" Toothless and Rumblehorn-green-and-red recognized a personal discussion and edged away.

Hiccup took a moment to get his thoughts together. "Part of me resents the fact that she never even _tried_ to come home, even though my head tells me she couldn't have done it anyway. Part of me thinks I've finally got a mother again and everything is going to be wonderful, even though my head tells me it isn't going to be that simple. Part of me is happy for Dad, and part of me knows they're going to have some issues. Part of me can't wait until she comes home, and part of me knows it's going to be very hard on her. I feel like every good aspect of this has a bad side, and every bad aspect of this has a good side... and I'm just confused."

"It's a mess," she nodded. "Are you sorry you met her again?"

"No!" he exclaimed. "The goods are going to outweigh the bads; I'm sure of it, even if it doesn't happen right away. I just... I somehow thought that, as soon as I found her, everything would be amazing. Life almost never works that way; I should know that by now. We all want an instant fix to all our troubles – the hidden treasure, the unexpected inheritance, the long-lost relative. Life is too complicated for that. There aren't any instant fixes. Right?"

"I think you're right," she nodded, "but even if she doesn't make everything better – even if she isn't the perfect mother you've fantasized about – just the fact that you finally found her is worth something, isn't it?"

"You're right," he agreed. She could sense a bit of dark cloud dissipating from above his head. They flew on.

**o**

Four Night Furies had set out on their voyage of discovery; only three came back, along with a fourth dragon of a type that no one in Berk had ever seen before. The dragons of Berk remembered the young Night Furies' recent trip, when four left and eight came back, but minus one of the two humans who had left with them. What had their Night Furies done this time? Most of the dragons took wing to greet their returning leaders, and hopefully to get an early clue about what had happened out there.

"It's okay," New-night-fury reassured them. "Nobody got transformed this time, nobody got healed, nobody is any different. We just left one behind for a few days, and brought back an extra one for a short visit. We'll tell you the story as soon as we've had a chance to grab a bite to eat. Green-and-red, would you like to join us?"

"I thought you didn't feed other dragons," the Rumblehorn exclaimed, surprised.

"Technically, we don't," Astrid replied as they flew out to sea, "but once we stun a school of fish, anybody can scoop them up. You've been on a long flight, and you're probably hungry, just like us, so feel free to grab some supper along with the rest of us. Toothless, you're acting like you saw something."

"I think I saw a big school of fish, about a quarter of a mile away to our left," Toothless answered. "They might be cod." They followed his lead and let him shoot the firebolt that stunned the fish, which were soon bobbing to the surface all over the sea. The four dragons ate their fill; then Toothless peeled off to return to his own nest, and the others returned to Berk.

They landed in the Nest, where Hiccup and Astrid shared TrueSights with their older children. That gave Bang and Six a head start on understanding what had happened in the other nest, and reassured Hiccup and Astrid that nothing had gone wrong in their absence.

"There wasn't any problem exchanging the young Night Furies in the mountain-lake nest," Bang began. "Night-fury-pu-lao is here with all kinds of stories to tell about his first real experience as a Night Fury, and I brought Chi-wen to take his place. I think Pu-lao was a little more mature than the others; Chi-wen probably has some more growing up to do, but he's taking his role seriously. I think he'll be fine."

"And what about Bi-xi?" Astrid asked curiously.

"She's with Aunt Guana for the day. She wanted to spend time with a lady dragon for a while." Bang sounded disappointed.

"I also stopped to check up on New-beginning and his nest," Six added. "He said they came to him with his first real Night Fury question last week, instead of just fighting and making him break it up. It was a simple question about who got the best sleeping space, but it was a milestone for him. They're starting to accept him as a leader in the nest."

"Excellent," Hiccup nodded.

Bang was overflowing with curiosity from what he'd learned from the TrueSight. "Now, Dad, what about –"

"Shh!" Hiccup ordered. "Not a word about her. My father has to be the first to hear about that."

"Oh," his son nodded. "I get it. My lips are sealed."

Hiccup glanced out at the dozens of dragons who were waiting semi-patiently to hear their story, so he turned and gave them a reasonably detailed summary of what he and his friend and family had been doing for the past week. He began by introducing Rumblehorn-green-and-red-walks-into-walls. "He's just one of many kinds of dragon we met, who haven't been seen in this area in years. Rumblehorns! Raincutters! Snafflefangs! Scuttleclaws! We even saw a Stormcutter, and he was _really_ impressive!" That got the dragons talking. They'd thought many of their brethren had been hunted to extinction by the humans; apparently, they'd just found other places to live.

"But that's nothing, compared to the dragon who rules that nest!" That brought silence. Most of them could remember the Mother and her tyrannical reign over the Dragon Island nest. They much preferred the way the Night Furies ran things; the Night Furies were fair, kind, they didn't terrify you just by looking at them, and as far as anyone knew, they had never eaten anybody. The dragons waited for New-night-fury to describe this ruler. He had difficulty because there weren't any buildings in Berk that were comparable in size. He finally resorted to saying, "He's bigger than the Mother," and went on from there.

Carefully avoiding any mention of Valka, he told them about the nest hidden in the ice, the feeding celebrations, and the ongoing problem of the dragon trappers. Astrid added details here and there, and the Rumblehorn nodded in agreement to show that it was all true. It was late by the time they were done. For a few minutes, Stoick and a few other Vikings hovered around the edges of the crowd of dragons, but they could understand nothing the reptiles were saying, and the dragons made no attempt to get their attention, so they went to bed. Whatever Hiccup had been doing, it obviously wasn't too important; the chief could get his update on the situation tomorrow.

Stoick caught them lounging around the Nest the next morning, reluctant to get up and start their day. Bang and Six obviously had things under control, Thing One and Thing Two hadn't found any trouble to get into, and there wasn't any hurry for them to get moving, except a big, impatient human who wanted to know what his only son had been doing for the past week, and whether it would impact the Vikings of Berk or not. Hiccup yawned hugely, just to make sure his dad got the message, before he shuffled over to his sand table. Stoick had shown no interest in learning Forge, so the written rune was still the only way the Night Furies could talk to him.

THE DRAGONS' NEST WAS VERY  
>INTERESTING TO DRAGONS,<br>BUT YOU WOULDN'T LIKE IT.  
>THEY HAVE OVER 500<br>DRAGONS THERE

Stoick clapped his hand to his forehead in amazement. "Five hundred! They'd better stay there! Our waters couldn't feed that many dragons – the Vikings would go hungry again!"

THE NEST RULER IS A BEWILDER-  
>BEAST. HE'S EVEN BIGGER THAN<br>THE MOTHER, BUT TOTALLY  
>BENEVOLENT AND KIND<p>

The chief tried to imagine something even bigger than the dragon that had almost annihilated his tribe, and gave up. "I'm glad he's a good one, but if he's that big, then he'd better stay there, too."

WE MET ALL KINDS OF NEW DRAGONS,  
>INCLUDING THAT RUMBLEHORN<br>WHO'S VISITING FOR THE DAY

Hiccup gestured with his wing at their guest, who was chatting with the Nightmares and Zipplebacks of the village. Stoick showed a bit more interest now. "He's a powerful-looking dragon. I've never seen one like that before. Are we going to have more visitors like that in the future?"

WE MIGHT, AND THAT'S WHAT I  
>NEED TO TALK TO YOU ABOUT.<br>WE FOUND A HUMAN IN THE  
>NEST, WHO'S BEEN LIVING WITH<br>THE DRAGONS FOR YEARS

"Willingly or unwillingly?"

UNWILLING AT FIRST, WILLING NOW

"But he'd like to visit Berk? By all means – we'll welcome him for as long as he wants to stay! He must be desperate for some human company after... how many years?"

EIGHTEEN YEARS, DAD.  
>THAT'S HOW LONG AGO SHE<br>WAS TAKEN AWAY FROM BERK

For the space of three breaths, Stoick the Vast turned to stone.

Then he stepped into the sand table, wiping out some of the runes with his bootprints, and took the dragon's face in shaking hands. In a voice that was nearly inaudible, he hoarsely whispered, "Are you _sure,_ Hiccup?" The Night Fury nodded. "She's alive?" He nodded again. The chief hesitated, then threw his arms around his son's thick black neck for the first time since Hiccup had become a dragon. Stoick didn't speak; Hiccup might have felt a trace of moisture on his neck, but he'd never say a word about it.

At last, Stoick found his voice. "Take me to her." Hiccup remembered his mother's request to tell him, "Someday soon," and had to reject the idea – he couldn't do that to his father, not even for his mother. The dragon motioned for the chief to get out of the sand table, and wrote:

WE LEAVE AT MIDDAY, BUT WE  
>NEED YOUR APPROVAL TO TAKE<br>SOME VIKINGS WITH US

"Approved!" the chief exclaimed. "Whoever, whenever, wherever... consider them approved!"

WE HAVE TO PROVE TO THE NEST  
>KING THAT WE CAN REPLACE MOM<br>BEFORE HE'LL LET HER GO. I NEED  
>TO MEET WITH AGNARR, FISHLEGS,<br>AND VARINN. I HAVE A SPECIAL  
>WORK ASSIGNMENT FOR THEM<p>

"I'll arrange the meeting!" the chief shouted as he turned and ran down the stairway. "They'll be here in half an hour!"

"That gives you half an hour to grab some breakfast," Astrid said lazily. "How do you plan to work this out?"

"I think I have to go back to the Bewilderbeast's nest with him," Hiccup answered. "Dad's going to demand that Mom come home immediately, and Mom may not be able to convince him that she has to obey a dragon. They're going to need a go-between."

"Hiccup, that's going to be a seriously intense confrontation between those two! Are you sure you want to get stuck in the middle of something like that?"

"I definitely don't want to," he replied, "but if I stay out of it, they might never get together again. Besides, I'm a Night Fury. We keep the peace in the nest. Dad is going to need some major-league peace-keeping if he doesn't get his own way, right away. If I'm not there to help handle him, then the Stormcutter and the other dragons will handle him the dragon way, and that's going to end badly for somebody."

"I suppose you're right," she nodded. "Should I go back with you?"

"I'm taking Agnarr, and either his brother or our son," Hiccup answered. "They'll be our first exchange team. They should be able to handle any problems the nest dragons get into, while Mom and I work with Dad. Thanks for the offer, but I want you here, watching the nest. The other Vikings may find some new kind of trouble to get into while Dad's away, and I want an experienced Night Fury on duty if that happens."

"Can I at least go fishing with you?" she fussed.

He fluttered his tail fins down her flank in a Night Fury caress. "Of course you can. You don't need my permission for that." They took their time about finding their breakfast; they were a little bit late for Hiccup's meeting with his three chosen human emissaries.

"Here is situation," he began, speaking Forge. "There is human living in Bewilderbeast nest who wants to come here, but Bewilderbeast will not allow it unless we can replace her. My plan is, each of you spend one week in her nest, work with dragons, teach them Forge. Night Fury from Berk will keep each of you company, and your own dragons can go with you too. Chief has approved this mission. Are you willing?"

"What do you mean by 'working with dragons'?" Agnarr asked.

"You rescue dragons caught in human-made traps," Hiccup answered. "You might also do simple doctoring of dragon wounds from traps. This is very important work for that nest."

"Is this the nest that Meatlug was trying to tell me about, the one with all the new kinds of dragons?" Fishlegs asked eagerly. When Hiccup nodded, Fishlegs burst out, "Sign me up!"

"Which Night Fury would keep me company?" Agnarr wondered. "I'm just curious; I'm willing to do it regardless."

"You choose," Hiccup replied in dragon language. He added in Forge, "Please decide before midday. We fly to that nest at midday." Agnarr nodded.

"Scrubby isn't big enough for me to ride yet," Varinn noted. "I'd have to get his mother's permission, as well as my parents' permission and Gobber's permission. And I'd have to ride a Night Fury to get there and back."

"Work with your sister to get Scrubby's mother's permission," Hiccup answered. "Humans' permission is not problem. Chief says so. Your turn is two weeks away, so no hurry. Think about which Night Fury you want to work with."

"I'll try it, if it's just for a week at a time," Varinn said, a bit nervously. "It sounds like heavy-duty stuff. I hope I'm good enough; I don't want to disappoint the dragons."

"You will be good enough, I sure," Hiccup reassured him. "One more thing. Agnarr, please make tool box we can leave at that nest. You need tools for taking apart dragon traps."

"I can do all that," Agnarr nodded, "but I've got to get started right away if I'm going to be ready to fly in a few hours."

"Go," Hiccup told him in dragon. "Rest of you, thank you." The meeting broke up; Agnarr left at a run.

Assembling a basket of hand tools was easy; Gobber, like many craftsmen, had at least two of everything useful, and three or more of the most common tools. The hard part, for Agnarr, was choosing which Night Fury he'd ride with.

"I think I'm going with Bang on this first trip," he finally explained to his brother. "We're supposed to impress a big, important dragon, and you're still learning about being a dragon; Bang has been one all his life. Once we've made a good first impression, you and I can pair off for the next visit."

"That's okay," his brother nodded, then smiled slyly. "It'll give me a little time alone with Six."

At midday, two humans (Stoick and Agnarr), two Night Furies (Hiccup and Makes-one-heck-of-a-bang), and one Rumblehorn met in front of the Nest. The men carried back-baskets of clothing and other necessities for a week-long journey, and Agnarr held a smaller basket full of hand tools. "Gobber won't be happy if I don't bring these back," he said.

"I'll take care of Gobber, as long as you can take care of the dragons," Stoick replied. "Can we hurry? I haven't seen my wife in eighteen years – I can't wait!"

YOU DO REMEMBER THE PART  
>ABOUT HOW SHE'S NERVOUS<br>ABOUT SEEING YOU AGAIN,  
>RIGHT?<p>

"We'll be fine," Stoick answered. "As soon as we see each other, it'll be like old times again. Umm... how am I getting there?"

AGNARR WILL RIDE HIS FRIEND,  
>SO YOU'VE GOT A CHOICE:<br>ME OR THE RUMBLEHORN

The chief looked thoughtful for about half a second. "I'm not comfortable riding on my son's back. The big green scary-looking one won't mind if I ride him?"

NO, RUMBLEHORN-GREEN-AND-  
>RED-WALKS-INTO-WALLS WON'T<br>MIND

"That's his name? That's way too long, and it doesn't sound scary enough for a Viking chief's mount! I'll call him... Skullcrusher."

DAD, THAT'S NOT HIS NAME  
>AND HE'S VERY MILD-MANNERED<p>

"What difference does it make? He can't understand me anyway. Son, can we _please_ get moving?" Hiccup shrugged and explained things to the Rumblehorn, who also shrugged. Two humans and three dragons were soon winging their way eastward.

**o**

_A/N  
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**First Contact** Chapter 10

The flight from Berk to the Bewilderbeast's nest was mostly spent in silence. Stoick had never tried to learn Forge, so the only member of the group who could talk to him was Agnarr, and the chief didn't have much to say to Agnarr. That young man could speak to the Night Furies in three languages – Norse, Forge, and dragon – with varying levels of fluency, but he didn't want to start a conversation that would exclude his chief. The dragons could talk to each other in their native tongue, of course, but they were afraid of the chief's insistent "What are they saying?" if they started any kind of discussion. So, because one of them couldn't understand the others, none of them spoke.

That changed as they approached their destination. They arrived in the middle of the day's feeding celebration. Hiccup saw what was going on, and felt his spirit soar as he remembered being in the middle of such a feeding. Bang felt a sudden urge to get into the middle of it, not so much for the fish as for the sharing of the experience with other dragons. The Rumblehorn wanted to be a part of it because he'd always been a part of it before. Agnarr watched and thought, "Here's another part of dragon culture I need to learn about. This one looks like fun." Stoick just tried counting all the dragons and thought, _If this nest had been the one that used to attack Berk, they'd have wiped us out in one raid_. Then he looked down and saw the Alpha, and exclaimed out loud, "_What_ is _that__?_"

"Agnarr, tell him that is king dragon of this nest," Hiccup said. Agnarr translated.

"By the ice mountains of Niflheim!" the chief burst out. "That thing's bigger than the one you killed, Hiccup!"

"Sir, two important points," Agnarr said unbidden. "One, he's not a thing. He's an alpha dragon and the ruler of the nest. Even if he wasn't so big, he'd still have the same rank and position that you have. Two, I have a funny feeling that killing dragons isn't a good thing to talk about in this neighborhood."

"When did you acquire the habit of contradicting your chief, young man?" Stoick demanded with the beginnings of anger. Hiccup interrupted with a short, harsh-sounding monologue.

"I'll translate that, sir," Agnarr said deferentially. "He says I'm not the only one who disagrees with you now and then. He usually defers to you in Berk because it's Viking territory, and because you're his father. This is dragon territory, and the Alpha is in charge. We all need to do things the dragon way while we're here."

Stoick's answer died in his throat. An unusually large dragon was headed their way – not nearly as big as the Alpha below them, but big enough. It had four wings, and it appeared to have a human rider; it was hard to be sure because the rider's costume was so bizarre. His head – her head? – was completely covered. But Hiccup had mentioned only one human in this nest. Could it be her? He stared at the human on the dragon's back, trying to see some clue to her identity.

She saw him and nearly dropped her staff.

After staring at him for a few seconds, the big dragon turned sharply and flew away. Then they were in the middle of the feeding, and Stoick had to hold on for dear life as the Rumblehorn began swooping and banking to catch fish in mid-air. He risked a quick glance over his shoulder; the two Night Furies were also doing aerobatics to grab their lunches, and Agnarr was also holding onto his dragon tightly. It didn't seem to bother him, though. In fact, he acted like he was enjoying the wild ride. Stoick had the uncomfortable, unfamiliar feeling that he was the only one here who didn't fit in.

_Is this how Valka felt when she was in the village?_ he wondered. He didn't have a chance to explore that possibility any further, because the Rumblehorn took a sharp turn to snap at an especially appealing-looking fish, and dragon and rider parted company.

Even though dragons made up one-third of the population of Berk now, the chief of Berk had never been a fan of flying. He now realized he was even less a fan of falling. But before he could begin to think of things like death, the Rumblehorn had dropped like a stone, cut beneath him, and caught him. It all happened so fast, he didn't have a chance to feel fear. One moment, he was on his dragon at a thousand feet; the next, he was back on his dragon at two hundred feet.

The Night Furies had gone into their own frantic dives toward him; one of them would surely have caught him if the big green Rumblehorn hadn't gotten there first. His dragon growled something that Stoick could feel as well as hear. Agnarr translated, "He says he's sorry, and he won't let it happen again."

The chief took a deep breath. "Tell him 'thank you, and that was a good move he made to catch me'." Agnarr made some dragon noises that sounded just like the Rumblehorn's. The big dragon glanced back at his rider with something that looked like astonishment.

"I get the impression that Rumblehorns don't get praised for their aerial maneuvers very often, sir," Agnarr explained. "You may have just made a friend for life."

"If my life can last longer than the next five minutes, I'll accept that," Stoick called back. Now he was beginning to realize how close he'd just come to death. He wasn't afraid – he was too much of a Viking for that – but it was a sobering thought. He bent down and patted the Rumblehorn's frontal armor plate. "Thank you, for saving my life." The dragon rumbled at him again. Maybe that's where they got such an unusual name.

The feeding was over, and all the dragons were flying toward a tiny crevice in the ice wall. That crevice got bigger as they got closer, but it still seemed far too small as they swept into it. The ride through the darkened ice cave was almost as unsettling as the fall in mid-air, because it went on for a lot longer. At last, they burst out into a huge white cavern that was bigger than the village of Berk.

The Night Furies flew alongside him. "Hiccup says the members of the exchange team need to present ourselves to the King when he returns," Agnarr called. "You can wait on one of the ledges, and... do what you came here to do. Hiccup says, 'Go slow, Dad'." The black dragons and their human rider banked away and landed in front of a wide spot in the river, and waited. The Rumblehorn landed on a green ledge and waited for his rider to slide off, then flapped up to a resting place on an icy spire. He perched in a spot where he could keep an eye on Stoick, and half-closed his eyes. The big Viking stretched and worked the stiffness out of his limbs.

Now what?

Stoick looked around. He'd thought of Berk as a dragon's nest, but he realized that his village had a long way to go before it could call itself a nest like this one. It wasn't just the sheer number of dragons (there were, indeed, well over five hundred of them), or the amazing variety of types and colors. It was the fact that this entire place existed for dragons and nothing else. They flew, or landed, or slept, or groomed themselves, or played as they saw fit, and there was absolutely _nothing_ to stop them. This might be the very first time he'd actually seen what the word "freedom" meant. He took a minute to gaze at the huge place and its many colorful residents, just to acclimate himself to the sight.

He was startled out of his thoughts by the sound of someone clearing her throat.

Up on the cliff wall above him hung the big dragon with the four wings. It had an unusual flat face, and it was staring at him. He couldn't read its expression, but then, he'd never been able to read dragon facial expressions very well. It was the dragon's rider who held his attention. She took off her odd-looking helmet...

He felt the same heart-pounding panic he'd felt on his wedding day when he'd met her in front of the altar. They barely even knew each other then, and he felt the same way now. She looked the same, but now she wasn't trying to save the dragons; she was riding one. What other changes had she been through? Did she still have any feelings for him? He smiled nervously and beckoned for her to come down and join him.

She just gazed at him sadly.

Again he waved to her. "Come on down! We've got some catching-up to do!"

The dragon looked back at her, then at him, and it seemed a bit less friendly now. She finally spoke. "Are we just going to pick up where we left off? Do you think it will be that easy?"

"Why not?" he exclaimed. "What's changed?"

"Eighteen years have come and gone, Stoick. I've found a life here that really means something. Something more than being a Viking chief's wife. I'm not an unpopular dragon-lover here. I'm a very popular dragon-lover. Even if I _wanted_ to drop everything and go back to cooking your food and extending your family line, it wouldn't be that easy."

"Valka..." He shook his head in frustration. "I just flew a day and a half on a strange dragon's back, across a frozen, uninhabited wilderness, just to see you again. I nearly fell to my death. I'm the only human for a hundred miles, except for you and that young man who seems to be half dragon already. There hasn't been a day in the last eighteen years that I didn't think of you and miss you! Why are you up on that cliff with that dragon when I'm down here?"

She shook her head slowly. "I told Hiccup that everyone around me has changed, and I'm still the same. Now I see I was wrong. I _have_ changed... and _you're_ still the same. You're only thinking of yourself. You're just assuming that you know what's best for me, without even asking me. You're every bit the boar-headed, stubborn Viking you ever were!"

She spat out the word "Viking" like an insult. Stoick was on the verge of losing his temper. But he held it back. That had never made things better in the past. But what _could_ make things better? What could he say that would make her prefer his company to the company of a dragon?

_Maybe,_ he suddenly thought, _I shouldn't try to __make__ her do anything_. He remembered a moment, long long ago, when he'd tried to influence her in a different way...

It had been so long. He wasn't even sure if he could still whistle. He took a deep breath and bravely whistled a quiet little melody from their past. He saw her blink hard. She could hear him, and she remembered that melody. He never could sing well, but he'd tried it once, and he'd try again now.

"I'll swim and sail on savage seas  
>"With ne'er a fear of drowning,<br>"And gladly ride the waves of life  
>"If you will marry me.<br>"No scorching sun, nor freezing cold  
>"Will stop me on my journey,<br>"If you will promise me your heart  
>"And love me for eternity."<p>

She stirred, and sang back to him. But the words she sang weren't the words he remembered.

"Though I'm your wife, your one for life,  
>"Your attitude astounds me.<br>"I've lived out here for eighteen years  
>"With dragons all around me.<br>"I'm not the bride who took your side  
>"And called your name so sweetly.<br>"I'm not the one who bore your son  
>"And cleaned your house so neatly."<p>

So she was going to change the words, was she? He could think of a few choice words he might use... but he quickly realized that those words would make things worse, not better. How could he win back the heart of this lovely, strong-willed woman who sat up there, out of reach, on a dragon's back?

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw motion. The Alpha dragon had returned to his nest and risen up so he could speak to Hiccup and the other two. He recalled a far-away battlefield with another huge dragon, and another confrontation with a family member who seemed unreachable, thanks to dragons. How had he reconciled with Hiccup? His demands and his blustering had gotten him nowhere that time, either. He'd had to accept the fact that his son had irrevocably changed, and if there was going to be peace between them, he had to accept his son as he was, not as he remembered him to be, or as he wished him to be.

Maybe that was the answer. Of course, it _had_ to be the hard way. Still, the hard way would be better than no way at all.

"Oh, should I bring you rings of gold,  
>"Or should I sing you poetry?" ("Anything but that!" she laughed nervously.)<br>"What promise could I make for good  
>"To bring you back beside me?<br>"The dragons share our village there;  
>"The times they are a-changing.<br>"It hurts a bit, but I'll admit:  
>"Some things need rearranging."<p>

She stared at him in surprise. The dragon extended a claw, and she rode it down until she could use its lower wing as a slide to bring her to the ground. Very hesitantly, she laid down her staff and stepped up to him. It looked like she was fighting tears. She sang slightly faster.

"So will you have me as your friend,  
>"A partner in the journey?<br>"We'll make a life that's yours and mine,  
>"Together 'til eternity."<p>

He nodded and took her hands. She didn't resist him. He was almost out of words; he hoped this verse would do the trick.

"With dragons in our home as kin,  
>"And dragons high above me,<br>"I'll find a way to live each day,  
>"As long as you will love me."<p>

She took a sudden step to the side; he followed her a moment later. When she stepped back the other way, he was ready. Hesitantly at first, then with more and more enthusiasm, they began to sing and dance to the music they could hear so clearly in their minds.

"To love, to kiss, to sweetly hold  
>"For the dancing and the dreaming,<br>"Through all life's sorrows and delights,  
>"I'll keep your love beside me.<br>"I'll swim and sail on savage seas  
>"With ne'er a fear of drowning<br>"And gladly ride the waves of life  
>"If you will marry me!"<p>

She laughed and fell into his arms, then closed her eyes and snuggled up against his shoulder. "Oh, Stoick," she murmured. "I really did miss you!"

"You're as beautiful as the day I lost you," he whispered. Then he heard some dragon sounds from very close by, looked up, and saw that they were being watched. Cloudjumper had slid down the cliffside and was gazing at them curiously, but they were also being watched by a Night Fury who had landed nearby.

"Oh, good afternoon, Full-of-surprises," Stoick greeted her.

"You can recognize individual dragons?" Valka was impressed.

"I know them if they're part of the family," he nodded. Then he turned back to Full-of-surprises, who was looking at them quizzically. "That was a song we sang to each other, the night before we got married."

"We'd met each other only once," she added. "We didn't know each other at all. We were both very nervous, maybe even a little scared..."

"...But I wanted to show her that I wasn't just a typical Viking, all muscle and no heart," he went on.

"So he sneaked up to the guest home where I was living before the wedding, and we sang that song to each other through the open window," she continued, and smiled at the memory. "My aunt wanted to throw things at him, but I held her off until the end of the last chorus."

"Then Gobber and his band played the same song at our wedding reception," he chuckled, "and he got so excited, he _cut in_ on my first dance with my wife!"

"And then the two of you got into that _ridiculous_ contest about who could hold out the final note the longest!" she laughed.

"He never misses a chance to remind me who won," he nodded. "Good old Gobber! Now _there's_ a man who hasn't changed, and I hope he never does."

The Night Fury nodded solemnly (she was thinking, _These humans are weird_), then bounded into the air to greet her father on the other side of the stream. That left the Stormcutter, who still seemed very intrigued by the two of them.

"Hasn't he ever seen two people embracing?" Stoick wondered.

"Probably not," she answered. "We're just as mysterious to them as they are to us. Dragons can be very curious – it's one of their most human-like features."

"Are they going to be that curious about us whenever we're together?" he asked softly. "Even if we want to be alone?"

"Yes, very," she said with a bit of a grin. "They have no concept of privacy. Their entire lives, from hatching to mating to laying eggs to dying, take place entirely in public view. If we try to hide, that will make them even more curious – they'll want to know what we're hiding." She chuckled. "My first attempts at bathing and washing my clothes here were pretty awkward. I had to make some major adjustments before I could live here contentedly."

After a moment, he quietly asked, "You're really content here?"

"I've lived among them for nearly two decades," she answered. "They've accepted me as one of them, which is something the Vikings of Berk never did. Yes, I'd love to change my clothes every day, and eat something other than fish, and wash my hair with soap, and talk to people and hear their voices... but I can't completely leave here. The dragons need me, and they care about me. I'll need to come back here from time to time, no matter what happens."

"We're making the arrangements so you can come home for as long as you want," he whispered. "Whenever you're ready. As for the privacy thing, I've lived without you, and without hope, for eighteen long years. A few more weeks, _with_ hope, won't kill me." He extended his arm, and she took it. "While we're here, will you show me around this home of yours? Maybe introduce me to a few of your friends?"

"We can't go far on foot," she answered lightly. "This nest was made for creatures who can fly."

"Then we'll fly," he said. He looked up at the spire, which was now the nesting place for more dragons than the entire draconic population of Berk, and waved. "Skullcrusher! Come down here, if you would." The green and red Rumblehorn glided down and landed next to them.

"You've made a friend here?" she marveled. "That didn't take long."

"I never had problems making friends in other tribes' Mead Halls," he said jovially. "Dragons aren't exactly like Vikings, but making friends works pretty much the same way."

"Let me guess – you offered this dragon a beer and challenged him to a burping contest?" she smiled.

"No. I thanked him for saving my life," Stoick said, a lot more quietly.

She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight. "Never mind that Night Fury. I think _you're_ the one who's full of surprises."

From across the stream, Hiccup noticed his mother and father embracing. _That's not what I had in mind when I said, "Go slow, Dad,"_ he thought, _but... whatever works._
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"Speaking of which... is that the same dragon who carried you off?" Stoick had seen a Stormcutter only once, but the scene was indelibly burned into his mind; he'd know that dragon anywhere.

"Yes, that's Cloudjumper," Valka said, tensing up as she sensed a confrontation brewing. "He's been my closest friend for these eighteen years. He's been very patient with me, teaching me how the dragons do things. It would mean a lot to me if the two of you could get along."

"You're asking me to get along with my wife's kidnapper," Stoick said, quietly but with fire in his voice.

"He had his reasons," she said urgently. "He never harmed a hair on my head! Can't you say anything nice to him? Anything at all? Please?"

Stoick thought for a few seconds, then turned to face Cloudjumper, who hadn't taken his eyes off of them. "Well... thank you for saving her life. The other Vikings were getting very angry at her for taking the dragons' side. I think she might have had some kind of 'accident' if you hadn't taken her away."

The big dragon cocked his head curiously. Valka translated in halting Forge. "He say thank you for save my life by take me away from Vikings."

"Vikings hurt you?" Cloudjumper asked, puzzled.

"Vikings not understand me," she answered. "Vikings not understand dragons. Vikings fear what they not understand."

The Stormcutter growled. "This big one is Viking."

"Big one is good Viking," she explained quickly. "Big one is my mate."

"He love you?"

"Yes, he love me." The dragon growled again; he wasn't ready to believe that about a Viking.

"What's going on?" Stoick asked nervously.

"You don't speak Forge?" Valka was surprised at that. "Even though your own grandchildren invented it?"

"I never had any reason to learn it," Stoick answered. "The only dragons I talked to were the Night Furies, and they can understand me, and write their answers." He glanced at his Rumblehorn friend. "Maybe now I have a reason to learn it. In the meantime, why is your big friend giving me the evil eye?"

"He's been taking care of me for years," she explained. "We've done everything together. He likes me... a lot. Now that you're here, I think he's jealous."

"Jealous." Stoick looked up at the dragon with a trace of nervousness. "That's an awfully big animal, who might want me out of the way. Now _I'm_ the one who might have an 'accident'."

"Stoick!" she burst out. "Are you still thinking of dragons as murdering, savage beasts? Cloudjumper has never harmed anyone!"

"Except for a life-long scar on a baby boy's chin," her husband shot back.

"That _was_ an accident, because we scared him!" she retorted. "He's not jealous like humans get jealous. He doesn't see you as a threat to his own happiness, only to mine. All he really wants is for me to be happy."

"Does he understand that I want you to be happy, too?"

She thought for a moment. "Maybe I should explain that to him."

She didn't get the chance. A bright-red Hobblegrunt burst out of the entry tunnel, squawking eloquently. Valka glanced up at Cloudjumper, who, for the first time in his life, was able to translate an emergency message for her.

"She say baby dragon caught. North."

"Another _bolvud_ dragon trap!" she burst out. She leaped onto Cloudjumper's back. "Stoick, this is why I can't leave this nest forever! Cloudjumper, let's go!"

As the Stormcutter bounded into the air, Stoick turned toward the Night Furies, who were still deep in conversation with the Alpha. "Agnarr!" he bellowed at full volume. "Grab your tools and your dragon and follow us! This is your first official emergency!" He sprinted over to his Rumblehorn friend, jumped onto his back, and pointed to the entry tunnel. "Follow that dragon!" he shouted, and they rose off the ground. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a black blur – that pair could move _fast!_ – and nudged his dragon to the side to let the Night Fury go first. Then he followed them into the tunnel.

It took about ten minutes of fast flying to find what they were looking for. One of the baby Scuttleclaws had triggered a deadfall trap whose working parts were hidden in a bush; the dragon's tail was pinned between two heavy logs. As Valka tried to comfort the terrified dragon, Cloudjumper moved to lift the top log, but to his surprise, it wouldn't budge.

Agnarr slid off his dragon's back and ran over to assess the scene. "It's not just a deadfall," he realized. "It's a spring trap with wooden beams for jaws, set so one jaw is stationary and the other jaw does all the swinging." He explained with gestures so the dragons could understand him. "This trap is strong enough to hold an adult dragon. It's going to take some serious muscle to pry it open." He hung his head. "I don't have that kind of muscle."

"Neither do I," Valka consoled him. "That's why we work with our dragons. We each bring something to the table that the other one doesn't have."

"She's right," Stoick decided. "Valka, tell your big friend to bear down on the bottom bar of that trap while I lift the top bar." Her Forge skills weren't up to the task, so she made a series of hand gestures. Cloudjumper watched her for a moment, then leaned his huge wing-claws on the bottom beam of the trap. Stoick put his back into lifting the top bar; it was a challenge, even for him. But he forced it open far enough to free the panicked little dragon, who half-flew, half-bounced forty feet away and landed, whimpering and trying to move its damaged tail. Valka, Agnarr, Skullcrusher, and Bang ran over to help it, leaving Stoick and Cloudjumper holding the trap.

"Pull your claws clear," he grunted at the dragon, who clearly didn't understand. "Valka! Translate for me!" She made some squawking growls in Forge; the big Stormcutter pulled his claws out of the trap just as Stoick let go, and the wooden beams slammed together with bone-crushing force... on nothing. He looked up at the dragon. "Nicely done," he puffed, and held out his hand. After a moment, the dragon reached over and laid one claw in his open hand. Stoick shook it.

"I hope this means peace between us," he said to it, knowing it couldn't understand him. "Making peace with dragons is getting to be a habit with me. My ancestors would be appalled, but I don't worry about them so much anymore." The Stormcutter rumbled something he couldn't understand, but its expression didn't seem so hostile now. "Valka, can you teach me how to say 'thank you' so your dragon can understand me?"

"His name is Cloudjumper, or that's what I call him, and 'thank you' in Forge sounds like this." She made two quick grunts. He tried to copy her; she smiled. "You just said 'I'm thirsty.' The pitches of the sounds you make are just as important as the sounds themselves." She made the "thank you" sound again; he copied her again. "Much better."

He turned to Cloudjumper and said "Thank you." The dragon snorted and made a few low-key grunts in reply. "Was that 'you're welcome'?" he asked Valka.

"No, that was something in dragon language," she said with a shrug. "I guess he doesn't know the words in Forge yet; he's as new to this language as I am. I have no idea what he said."

"He said, 'Glad to help, and you're very strong'," Agnarr called.

"I can see how helpful it will be to have a human who speaks dragon in this nest," the chief commented.

"That helpfulness has its limits," the young man replied as he walked over to join them. "Valka, what if the chief hadn't been here to help open that trap? What should I do if I face something like that, and there aren't any strong humans around, just my dragon?"

"That happens to me a lot," she answered kindly. "I usually send Cloudjumper back to the nest to get another dragon. With two of them pulling, and me giving directions, they haven't invented the trap that we can't open."

"Get help," he nodded. "Got it."

"How is little dragon?" Bang asked.

Valka's face fell. "His tail was crushed flat; he can't move the lower one-third of it. We'll have to watch it to see if the end is still getting a good blood flow. If it isn't, we'll have to remove it. Fortunately, Scuttleclaws don't need their tails to fly like some dragons do. It could have been much worse – he could have gotten caught by a wing instead of by his tail." Bang shivered; to a Night Fury, a tail injury would be as horrific as a wing injury.

Agnarr wandered over to the trap and crouched down next to it. He poked at the mechanism with a screwdriver. "It's not a very fancy design, but it'll do the job, if your goal is to crush bones and leave your victim crippled for life."

"What if your goal is to stop these trappers for good?" Valka demanded.

"In that case, I'd find the trappers and, uhh, _persuade_ them to take up another line of work," the young smith said as he rose. "With five hundred dragons, how hard can that be?"

"Their ship can shoot nets further than any of our dragons can flame," she replied. "The dragons who lead the attack are guaranteed to become casualties. We can't find any volunteers for a suicide mission, so we don't dare attack them."

Agnarr rested his hand on Bang's head. "I'll bet a Night Fury can shoot further than those nets, and we've got three Night Furies visiting the nest. How about an attack tonight?" Bang snorted and nodded his head.

Valka considered that. "You'd have to get the King's approval. Can any of you make a battle plan and lead dragons in combat?"

"Yes," Bang growled. "All three of us have been in battle. My father and I have both made plans and led dragons. We be glad to lead this nest in fighting."

"All right," she nodded. "Speak to the Alpha about it. I have a feeling you'll have more volunteers than you can handle, once they know they can fight without getting themselves killed."

"Night Furies lead nest and protect dragons," Bang said proudly. "That is our role. We glad to do it here."

"In the meantime, can we fix this trap so it can't be used again?" Valka asked.

"Any dragon can set fire to the wooden beams," Agnarr replied, "but if you really want to wreck it, you'll need a Nadder's fire. I could take it apart, but someone else could reassemble it; I could hide the smaller parts, but making new parts is easy. You need to slice up the spring-arm and the side-jaws of the trap if you want to do the job right."

"We'll get a Nadder down here before sunset," Valka decided firmly. "There's no reason for us to wait for that, though. The little one is free, so I think we're done here." The baby Scuttleclaw was too shocked and in too much pain to fly, so the Night Fury and the Rumblehorn picked him up with their noses and settled him on Cloudjumper's back for the return flight. The Stormcutter made sure to set the wooden parts of the trap aflame, both to ruin them and to mark the place with rising smoke so the Nadder could find it easily later. They got back to the main cavern, handed the baby over to the adults who were watching them today, and reported to the King.

"I'm sad for the injured baby," he rumbled, "but I'm pleased that you rescued him, and that Hiccup's idea is bearing fruit so quickly. Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, Agnarr, as far as I'm concerned, you have proven yourselves. Please stay the week, just to keep your nest on schedule, but you are not on probation anymore. Tell your large human friend that I thank him as well. Agnarr, if you are willing, it would please me to talk to a human for the first time ever."

Agnarr dipped one knee. "I am willing, Great One. But first, if _you_ are willing, I have a question. The Night Furies want to lead an attack on the trappers' ship tonight. Their long-ranged fire will protect the others. Will you permit this?" Stoick and Valka understood none of this, so Agnarr did a quick translation for them.

The Bewilderbeast looked surprised. "Why would you risk your lives for a nest that isn't yours?" he asked Bang.

"It's the right thing to do, Great One," he replied, respectfully but firmly. "I'm a Night Fury. We protect the other dragons. It's what we do."

"It's hard for me to refuse such a generous offer," the enormous dragon said at last. "If you will safeguard my subjects, then you may lead whoever is willing to follow you." Word of the impending raid spread swiftly. Within minutes, hundreds of dragons were trying to line up and volunteer.

"We can't control an army this big," Hiccup exclaimed to his son. "Half of them could go out of control and there wouldn't be a thing we could do about it. What do you think we ought to do?"

Bang thought fast. "I'd limit the strike force to the ones who have been injured by the traps. They know what humans can do to them, so they won't be reckless, and they've got a right to their revenge."

Hiccup smiled; those were his thoughts exactly. They found twenty-three dragons who could show visible scars from human traps and snares. Hiccup assigned eight of them to Bang, eight to Full-of-surprises, and took the remaining seven himself. "We strike at midnight," he told them. "Meet us at the opening to the tunnel. This will be a dragons-only raid, with no human riders. Stormcutter, I've got a special job for you..."

Half an hour later, while Agnarr was deep in conversation with the Alpha, all the rest of the Berk contingent joined Valka and Cloudjumper on the rock ledge, where they tried to decide what should happen the next day.

"Some of us, like Bang and Agnarr, need stay here," Hiccup began. "Some of us, like me, need get home soon. Rest of you, like Dad and Full-of-surprises, need to decide – home or here for this week?"

Full-of-surprises thought about it. "Because you going to raid bad-human ship, I stay until job is done. Then I go home. I can leave anytime."

"Can someone tell me what's going on?" Stoick almost pleaded. His wife gave him a quick translation. "As long as Skullcrusher is willing to give me a ride, I can leave anytime, too." He glanced down at his wife. "For tonight, I think I want to stay."

"You know we won't have any privacy, right?" she smiled nervously.

"We won't need much," he replied, almost tenderly. "I just want to hold you again. They can watch if they want to. I'll adjust to them being around."

She wrapped her arms around him. "I probably won't even notice them."
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_A/N  
>Congratulations and "thank you" to faisyah865, who wrote the 1000th review this story has received. I'm thankful to all of you reviewers – if it wasn't for the one who wrote number 999, or number 473, or number 1, then there wouldn't be a number 1000 today. I'm also thankful for the ones who hit the Favorite button (531 at this moment) and the Follow button (444), and for the ones who just read the story, like it, and keep coming back for more.<em>

**o**

The attack on the trappers' ship was almost an anticlimax. With 26 dragons against one ship, fighting at night, there was no question of the outcome; it was only a question of who was going to get hurt. The dragons didn't set out to deliberately hurt anybody, and the Night Furies were determined that, if anyone _did_ get hurt, it wouldn't be a dragon.

The three of them started with a low-altitude, high-speed attack on the ship's left side. It was aground on an island for repairs to its damaged mast, and half its crew were already ashore; it couldn't move and was close to defenseless. The men on board heard the screaming sound of approaching Night Furies, but couldn't see their targets. Three blue firebolts lanced out of the darkness and struck the middle of the ship, where the net-throwing devices were. Just like that, there were no more net-throwing devices on the left side. Hiccup, Bang, and Full-of-surprises pulled up, satisfied with their first shots.

"So much for that side," Bang grinned. "Now, we'll do the same thing on the port side."

"I thought port was left," Full-of-surprises wondered.

"Fine. We'll hit the _other_ side!" her brother grumbled. This time, the men on the ship fired blind, realizing that their weapons were about to be blown up anyway. One net met Bang's firebolt in mid-air, which neutralized both net and firebolt. The other two shots struck the ship and took out the last of the net-throwers. The men saw the writing on the wall and abandoned ship, running inland in a panic to get away from the fiery Armageddon that was about to descend on them. Oddly, for several minutes, there was no attack, just the sounds of one dragon talking to another.

The dragon doing the talking was Cloudjumper. "Keep going… a little bit to your right… that's good. Now come down a bit… a bit more… you're almost there! Hover! Rotate left, just a bit! Hold your position." Hobblegrunt-likes-to-be-purple followed his instructions exactly. "You're about ten feet above the stern of the ship, facing forward. Take your shot, and then fly up and back." The sightless victim of the human trap had been given the honor of taking the first shot, and he didn't waste it. A small but heated torrent of flames set the deck alight. As soon as the Hobblegrunt had cleared the area, Cloudjumper bellowed, "Everybody else who wants to take a shot at that ship, dive in and flame it!" Twenty-one more dragons did exactly what he said, one after the other. All of them were missing claws, wingtips, or other extremities, thanks to the trappers; all were literally hot for revenge. After the first ten attacks, there wasn't a square foot of deck on the ship that wasn't burning or in danger of burning, but the dragon attack didn't stop until everyone had loosed their flames on it. Cloudjumper waited until they were done, then added a burst of his own fire to the only part that wasn't already aflame – the tip of the one remaining mast. Then they all flew home, feeling satisfied at a good night's work.

Behind them, a man with markings on his chin stood up from behind a rock and gazed sadly at the embers that used to be his dragon-trapping ship, along with much of his food and the next batch of construction materials for his new fort. "Drago isn't going to like this," he muttered to no one.

Back in the nest, Cloudjumper and the Night Furies reported their success to the Alpha, who had stayed up late, concerned about his subjects' well-being. "The trappers' ship was completely destroyed," Hiccup began.

"We're aware of no human casualties," Bang added.

"No dragons were hurt at all," Full-of-surprises concluded. "Except for one Hotburple who got too close to the burning ship and scorched his wing a little." That was the part that the Alpha was waiting to hear. He glanced at the Stormcutter for confirmation; the four-winged dragon nodded.

"I can see some value in having a Night Fury or two in my nest," he nodded, his great tusks swinging up and down. "If our arrangement succeeds, you'll be leaving one of your kind with me for three weeks out of four. Can anything be done about that fourth week?"

"I'll talk to the other Night Furies when I get home," Hiccup said, "but I don't see a problem. There are plenty of us, we all have a Night Fury's desire to lead and protect the other dragons, and there are too many of us for everyone to do much leading and protecting in our own nest. Between us and Toothless' nest, it shouldn't be hard to find one more volunteer to spend a week with you, Great One. It might be a good chance for the young ones to learn and grow."

"I'm very pleased," the Alpha nodded again. "Those humans needed to be taught a lesson. You have done well, Night Furies, considering that this isn't even your nest. I understand that some of you have to leave soon, but you're welcome here if you ever want to return."

"Thank you, Great One," Hiccup said. "We'll probably do that. This will be the fifth nest with which we've established ties. They're all self-governing and independent, but we stay in touch with each other, and we'll fly to each other's defense if we have to."

"An interesting concept," the Bewilderbeast said thoughtfully. "We will sleep on it. We've all had a busy night." The Night Furies recognized a royal dismissal when they heard one; they retired to a ledge halfway up the side of the nest, and were soon fast asleep.

The next morning, it was time for goodbyes. Agnarr and Bang weren't terribly torn up about it; they were surrounded by thankful dragons who wanted to express their gratitude for the human's help with the trapped Scuttleclaw, and the dragon's help with the attack on the trappers' ship. The dragons were also very intrigued by Agnarr's ability to speak their language. It was clear that the pair would fit into this nest without any problems.

Stoick and Valka's parting was more emotional. "It's like we've just met, and we have to say goodbye already?" he asked her sadly.

"We knew this was going to happen," she replied, with a hand on his cheek. "I can't leave yet, by the terms of our deal with the Alpha, and you can't stay because you have to watch out for Berk." They hugged each other tightly.

"I'll be back in a week," he promised. "I'll ride out with the next exchange team, and fly home with the team that's returning to Berk, and I'll keep doing that until the day you can come home."

"You know I won't be able to stay home, even then?"

"I know," he nodded. "We'll find a way to make this work. Even eighteen _days_ will be too long!" They kissed, and Stoick climbed onto his Rumblehorn's back.

"You're coming with us?" Bang asked the stocky green dragon.

"Just to bring my friend back to his home," the Rumblehorn answered. "The King approved it. I like the taste of the fish in your waters, I like being free from the fear of traps… and I like the big human. Is that strange?"

"In Berk, it happens all the time," Bang smiled, with a glance at his own beloved rider. "Did you know the big human calls you Rumblehorn-crusher-of-skulls?"

"The woman explained it to me," the big dragon replied. "It doesn't sound like me, but I think I like it better than Walks-into-walls. I haven't walked into a wall in at least four years!" Hiccup, Full-of-surprises, and Skullcrusher (with Stoick on board) leaped into the air for the day-and-a-half journey back to Berk. The flight was uneventful.

When they landed, Astrid was all over Hiccup, as were Six and Thing One and Thing Two. Stoick was besieged by Vikings with minor problems they wanted him to solve. Skullcrusher didn't expect a welcome because this wasn't his nest; he glided out to sea in search of fish. Full-of-surprises got a perfunctory greeting from her sisters, but she quickly realized that she wasn't getting any attention. That was intolerable.

"Mom, do you mind if I fly north and visit Uncle Toothless' nest?" Mother-of-twins had no objection (she was probably distracted by the joy of seeing her mate again). Full-of-surprises was quickly aloft and northbound. Her thoughts wandered all over the landscape – she thought about the huge Bewilderbeast, the injured dragons in his nest, Night-fury-young-teacher, her role in destroying the trappers' ship, Night-fury-young-teacher, the human woman's enthusiasm to learn Forge, Night-fury-young-teacher…

_Okay, hold it right there,_ she told herself. _He's a nice dragon, he's good-looking, he's smart, he understands the art of being a Night Fury, he likes me, I like him, and our parents are all in favor of the relationship, but is that a good enough reason to obsess over him?_

_Are you kidding?_ she answered herself. _You could wait a year for the eastern Night Furies to reach maturity, but what are the chances that they'll turn out nicer than Young-teacher? Pretty slim. Don't you think it means something that your thoughts turn to him as soon as you think about wanting attention?_

_I'm not two years old yet,_ she argued with herself. _I'm still way too young for a mating flight. Why pursue a relationship that can't go anywhere for a year or more?_

_I don't have to mate with him today,_ she decided, _but I can tell him I like him. I don't want his eye__ wandering toward some other female, like Bi-xi or one of my little sisters, just because he thinks I don't care_.

_Fair enough,_ she replied to herself, _but how do you plan to do that without sounding like a dorky love-struck hatchling?_

_I'll think of something,_ she told herself.

_That's what __Dad__ always says,_ she replied.

_Yeah, and it usually __works__ when he says that,_ she rebutted herself. The internal argument went no further, because Dragon Island was in sight, and she could see Young-teacher spiraling up towards the top of the volcanic cone. He'd probably just grabbed a late-afternoon snack out of the sea. For a moment, she wondered why males seemed to be hungry all the time, but she'd come here for more important things than that. She sped up and managed to catch his eye just before he dove into the cone. He landed on the lip of the volcano and waited for her to join him.

"Welcome back, O brave adventurer," he teased her. "What kind of trouble did you get into this time?"

"Who, me?" she gasped, feigning innocence. "No trouble at all. I'm just glad to be home."

"What was it like out there?" he asked.

"It was, without a doubt, the most mushy, sentimental, over-emotional excuse for an adventure I've ever been on," she exclaimed. "First, Dad found out his mother wasn't dead after all. Then _she_ found out her son is a dragon now. Then Dad taught them Forge, so his mother could talk to her dragon friend for the first time ever. Then the chief of Berk found out his wife was still alive, and hadn't been dead for eighteen years like he thought." She rolled her eyes. "One more emotional overload like those, and I would have shared my breakfast with them, whether I wanted to or not!"

"That sounds intense," he commented.

"It was," she nodded. "Don't get me wrong – I'm happy for Dad, and for everybody else. It was just kind of hard to watch."

"What did they do?" he asked.

"Well, they cried a lot. They hugged a lot. They went flying a lot. The chief and his wife danced and sang a little. They talked, and they talked, and they _talked_…"

"They sang?" Young-teacher wondered. "That's different. What does a human song sound like?"

"They're different from our songs, because human mouths can make more sounds than ours can, but they're limited in pitch. They try to make the end of a line sound the same as the end of the next line; they call it a rhyme. We can't do that very well."

Young-teacher looked thoughtful. "I'm having a hard time imagining how that works."

"I can't duplicate their sounds, but if I translated their words, they'd go something like this," she said, then suddenly smiled at him. The words might need a little tweaking so they'd apply to dragons, but the basic idea would come through just fine. She hoped.

"I'll soar and glide in savage storms  
>"With ne'er a fear of falling,<br>"And gladly ride the skies of life  
>"If you will fly with me."<p>

She watched his eyes slowly widen as he realized she wasn't just reciting the humans' words to him.

"No scorching sun nor freezing cold  
>"Will stop me on my journey,<br>"If you will promise me your heart  
>"And love me for eternity."<p>

She caught him staring at her; he looked away quickly. "You're right – that's intense," he said quietly. "I know your wings must be tired from all that traveling, but… I'd like to know more about this adventure of yours. Will you go for a long, slow flight with me?"

"I'd love to," she smiled.

Maybe those mushy, sentimental, over-emotional humans could teach her something after all.

**o**

_A/N  
>I originally planned to end the story here, but when I got this far, I realized I've got quite a few loose ends that still need to be tied up. The more I write, the more I realize I've got more writing to do. This story isn't done!<em>
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Bang settled down on a moss-covered ledge, and Agnarr sat and leaned back against him. They were both bone-tired after their first full day in the icy nest, even though all they'd done was teach Forge to willing pupils. More dragons were learning about the new way to talk to the human member of their nest, others were just curious about the human who could speak dragon language, and the number of enthusiastic students had more than doubled over the course of the day. At last, Bang had taken the new students aside and started their lessons from the beginning, while Agnarr continued tutoring Valka and the dragons who had already learned some of the basics. They realized that no other dragon/human pair could have done what they did today, and they felt good about what they'd accomplished. But they were still tired.

"Do you think Tian-long foresaw something like this when he gave me the gift of dragon speech?" Agnarr wondered out loud.

"I doubt it," his dragon friend replied with a yawn. "He did it so you could talk to your brother. He probably guessed that it might come in handy in other ways, but I don't think he ever even heard of a Bewilderbeast. You're expanding your own horizons, with no help from the eastern dragons."

"What are we going to do when the Alpha wants to start learning Forge?" Agnarr asked. "We'll need three teachers – one for beginners, one for intermediate, and one for the King."

"Hopefully, we don't have to solve that problem tonight," Bang replied. "Shall we get some sleep?"

"Gladly." They had barely closed their eyes when they heard and felt a dragon land nearby. It was Cloudjumper.

"The King sends his regards, and asks if the two of you could make a quick overflight of the human trappers' camp? He wants to know what they're building, he doesn't want to risk any dragons by overflying the humans in daylight, and he knows that Night Fury eyes are more sensitive in the dark than any others."

"I'll go," Bang sighed. "You might as well stay here, Agnarr. I doubt you'll be able to see much. Tian-long didn't give you a dragon's eyesight."

"I'm actually glad about that, Bang. From what you and the other Night Furies have told me, I have a better sense of color than you do. I can probably see variations in the colors of all these dragons that you can't perceive. But I might as well fly along with you. If I don't, I'll start to fall asleep, and then you'll wake me up when you return." He slid onto the black dragon's back.

"You just want an excuse to go flying again," Bang teased him.

"Darned right," Agnarr replied with a grin.

"The King will stay awake until you return and report to him," the big Stormcutter told them. "He thinks of you as members of his nest, and he worries about his subjects."

"Tell him we'll play it safe," Bang said as he bounded into the air. He swooped through the entry tunnel a lot faster than he had to, just because it was fun, and because he knew Agnarr was loving every moment of it. The outside air was cold and bracing, and the clouds were thin enough that they could see a few stars. It was a perfect night for flying.

"Shall we take the scenic route?" the dragon asked his rider.

"We're in no hurry," Agnarr replied with a grin. "Of course, we don't want to keep the King up all night. Let's compromise; we'll take the scenic route to the trappers' island, but we'll come straight home afterwards."

"Deal!" To a Night Fury, the scenic route had nothing to do with what was on the ground; it had everything to do with clouds, the moon, and miles and miles of open sky. Bang knew two ways of flying for fun – on the edge of insane, and one step away from the edge because Agnarr was on his back. Tonight, he backed off, just a little, so he didn't send his rider flying, but it was still a wild ride for them both. Agnarr never even thought of complaining.

The trappers' island came into view. The humans had a few campfires burning here and there, giving plenty of light for Bang to see everything; even Agnarr got a pretty good idea of what was going on down there. They circled for half an hour to make sure they weren't missing anything, then flew away so there was not the slightest chance of the humans overhearing them. "It looks to me like they're taking their fort apart to build something else," Bang commented.

"I agree, and the thing they're building is a raft," Agnarr nodded. "I didn't see them doing anything else except trying to catch some fish. Let's go report to the Alpha." They flew straight back, as they'd agreed.

The enormous alpha-dragon stirred when they landed and bowed before him. "Please make your report," he asked.

"The humans are cannibalizing their fortifications to build a raft, Great One," Bang said. "They have no other way of getting off that island."

"Could they use this raft to hunt dragons?"

"No, Great One," Agnarr explained. "There is no place on a raft to keep captured dragons. This is simply an escape attempt, nothing more."

The Alpha looked thoughtful. "If they escape, will they be gone for good?" he wondered.

"No, Great One," man and dragon chorused. Agnarr nodded at Bang, who continued, "They're Vikings; they have stubbornness issues. If they get away, they'll just come back with a bigger ship and better weapons." Agnarr nodded again.

"Will these humans starve if they stay on their island?" the Bewilderbeast asked.

"Probably not," Agnarr replied after a moment's thought. "There are plenty of fish in these waters, and they have tools to make holes in the ice for ice-fishing if they have to. Their diet will grow monotonous, to a human palate, but they won't die from that."

"Then I think it will be good if we keep the trappers right where they are," the Alpha decided. "Will the two of you destroy that raft tomorrow night?"

"We'll be glad to do that, Great One," Bang answered, "but I won't need Agnarr's help for a task like that. I'll want to hit them once and leave, which means I'll need to make a diving attack to gain full destructive power, and I can't dive at full speed with a rider."

"You'll be careful, right?" Agnarr said as he turned to face his black scaly friend. "They still had one or two net-throwers inside their fort."

"They can't shoot me if they can't see me," Bang replied confidently. "They were keeping their fires low, probably to avoid drawing attention from the dragons. They'll never know I'm there until their raft explodes."

"Please be careful, friend," Agnarr urged him. "I know you've done this before, but those guys are ruthless, and they aren't stupid."

"I'll be careful," the dragon nodded. They took their leave of the Alpha and found a quiet place to sleep.

The next day was much like the first one, with two separate Forge classes, except that Bang and Agnarr traded students after the lunchtime feeding celebration, just to make things interesting. Bang waited until long after sunset, even though he was impatient to get the job done. Finally, he took his leave of Agnarr. "It'll take half an hour, at the absolute most," he reassured him.

"What if you take longer than that?" Agnarr asked.

"Then send the Alpha and get my dad, because I'll be in serious trouble," he said lightly. "I could handle the Berserkers; I can handle these guys. Honest – I'll be fine!"

Agnarr gave him a quick scratch behind the ear, and watched him exchange wing-taps with the other dragons who were wishing him well.

"I couldn't follow that conversation," Valka said from behind him, making him jump, "but I get the impression you're worried about him."

"I didn't hear you come up behind me," he blurted out. "Yes, I do worry. He's a trained, experienced warrior from his nose to the tip of his tail, but he's my best friend, aside from my brother, and he'll be out there all by himself…"

She rested a hand on his shoulder. "If you went with him, could you help?"

"Not even a little," he shrugged. "I'm no warrior. I'd just be a weight on his back."

"Then let him go," she urged him. "If he flies into battle knowing that you're nervous, it won't help him and it might hurt."

"Thanks. You're right," he nodded with some embarrassment. He worked his way up to the end of the line of dragons, tapped Bang's wingtip with his open hand, and murmured, "Go get 'em!"

"I will, my friend. I will!" the dragon grinned.

As the Night Fury winged into the entrance tunnel and disappeared, Agnarr turned back to Valka. "How did you learn so much about warriors?"

"I don't know much about warriors," she said offhandedly, "but I do know a thing or two about dragons." She reached up and scratched under Cloudjumper's chin.

"Did you hear our conversation?" Agnarr asked him in dragon.

"I chose not to," the big dragon replied with dignity. "It was obviously personal. If you're worried about your friend, I wouldn't. Worrying never added one inch to the length of your tail. Well, I mean, if you had one."

"Point taken," the boy nodded. "I suppose I ought to sit down and wait until he gets back." He tried to sit still, but within five minutes, he was pacing nervously back and forth. Valka murmured some Forge sounds into Cloudjumper's ear, and Agnarr's pacing path was suddenly blocked by a very big dragon who obviously had no intention of moving. "Fine, you win," he almost snarled, and sat down again.

Waiting was hard.

After half an hour, he turned to Valka. "He should have been back by now."

"Give him a few more minutes," she replied, trying to sound confident.

Fifteen minutes later, he quietly told her, "If you and your dragon don't take me out there, right now, I am going to train another dragon and fly out there myself."

"The other dragons are all asleep," she answered. "Waking a sleeping dragon isn't a smart move. If you wake one up, they'll probably flame first and ask questions later."

"I know that," he shot back. "That's an indication of how desperate I am to find out what's happened to Bang."

"Fine," she sighed. "Cloudjumper, we've got a little work to do, and we're going to have a passenger." Her dragon couldn't understand that, so she tried again in Forge. "We fly now, with small human. We find Night Fury."

"Good," the Stormcutter answered. "I start to worry about him."
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Cloudjumper winged silently through the night sky. "I've been on dozens of rescue missions with this dragon," Valka said over her shoulder to Agnarr. "Maybe hundreds; I've lost count. But this is the first time I've had a human companion."

"For most of my life, my twin brother was my companion in everything I did," he replied. "I've recently learned how dragons make good companions, too. The one thing I can't handle is having no companion at all."

"Is that why you got so agitated at the thought of losing Bang?" she asked kindly.

"It's a lot more than that," he said. "For as long as I can remember, I've known two kinds of people: Agmundr, and everybody else. My twin brother was good to me; everybody else wasn't. When I met Bang and started flying with him, he was good to me, so I put him in the 'brother' category. He's not just a dragon, and he's not just a friend. He's like a family member I never knew I had, until I finally met him. I know he feels the same way; he put his life on the line several times to save me during our big eastern adventure."

"I'd like to hear more about that, when you get a chance," she said.

"First, we need to find my friend." She couldn't see his face in the dark, but she could hear iron in his voice.

The trappers' island came into view. In the middle was a low hill, which the humans were turning into a fort with stockade log walls. Several sections of those walls were missing. There were dim campfires in random locations, surrounded by small leather tents. There were piles of tools here and there, and other piles of spears and similar weapons. The charred remains of their ship lay in the shallows nearby. A smoking row of logs on the shore testified that Bang had accomplished his raft-wrecking mission. But where was he?

"I see a couple of guards," Valka commented. "Do we know how many men are on this island?"

"Probably between eight and ten," Agnarr replied, "judging by the number of tents."

"I see Night Fury!" Cloudjumper burst out. "In human building!" Now they could all see a dark shape, tied up in a net, in the middle of the fort. As they watched, one of the guards wandered over to check on him, but didn't get too close and didn't stay for long.

"What we do?" Valka asked them both.

"Have Cloudjumper drop me on the far side of the island," Agnarr thought out loud. "Give me about ten minutes to get close to the fort, then make some kind of attack as a diversion. I'll cut Bang loose and ride him out of there." He repeated himself in dragon language for Cloudjumper's benefit.

"Make it twenty minutes," the big dragon answered. "I'll want to do this right."

"Twenty minutes, it is," Agnarr replied casually, and passed on the change of timing to Valka. She guided them to a darkened portion of the shore with no signs of human activity; Cloudjumper allowed the boy to slide down his wing to the ground.

"Wait for the distraction," Valka urged him as her dragon bounded back into the night sky. She left Agnarr alone on a hostile island, worried about his friend, with time on his hands. What could possibly go wrong?

He hid behind a rock on the shore and waited. Vikings didn't have wrist watches; he couldn't tell exactly how much time had passed, and his nervous state threw off his sense of timing. When he felt like half an hour had passed, and there was still no sign of a diversionary attack, he decided to sneak up to the fort so he'd be ready when the moment came. He was no outdoorsman, but years of being unpopular in his home village had taught him the art of staying out of sight. He crept from rock to rock until he was close enough to dash up to the nearest wall of the fort. Then he crept to the corner, watched as the guard checked on Bang again, waited until he left, then sneaked around the corner and through a gap in the wall into the fort itself.

It was nothing but an empty square so far, with no buildings inside it. The only contents were a few stacks of dried food, two net throwers, and one Night Fury in the middle, tangled up in a net. The sight of his friend, captured and helpless, roused a level of heroism in Agnarr that went far beyond common sense. He drew his belt seax, which was more than sharp enough to cut through the ropes of that net, and crept out toward the middle of the fort.

"Bang! It's me, Agnarr!" he whispered. "I'm getting you out of here!" The Night Fury's eyes snapped open and he tried to whip his neck around to see where the whisper came from, but the net kept him from moving freely. Agnarr got behind him, keeping the dragon's body between him and the gate of the fort, and he began sawing away at the ropes that imprisoned his friend.

He was over halfway up the dragon's tail when he felt a hard, sharp something in his back. He turned slowly, and stared up at a big, muscular man with lines tattooed on his angry face. The man raised the point of his spear until it touched Agnarr's throat. "And what, exactly, are you doing with my dragon?" he demanded.

Agnarr could have kicked himself. He'd kept an eye on the fort's gate, but he hadn't watched the gaps in the walls! He started by dropping his seax; maybe it would make the big man less angry. "He's not your dragon," he said weakly. "Dragons don't belong to anyone."

"They belong to whoever can catch them," the big man snarled, "so this one belongs to me. Who are you?"

Agnarr hesitated; the man poked his throat with the spear. "Agnarr, son of Angarrishu," he gasped.

"How did you get to this island?" his captor demanded.

"Sea turtles," he lied.

"Okay, I'll ask you again – what are you doing with my dragon?"

"I'm setting him free. All dragons should be free," Agnarr said, with a little more conviction in his voice.

"You can take that up with Drago, if you're brave enough," the man exclaimed. "But this dragon isn't going free. He's the only dragon we've caught on this entire gods-forsaken expedition! If I don't bring _something_ back, I'm a dead man!"

"Why are you trying to catch dragons, anyway?" Agnarr wondered.

"_I'll_ ask the questions here!" the big man burst out. "You're trespassing in my fort, you're getting in the way of me doing my job, and you're trying to set me up for another branding by freeing my only dragon. I'm within my rights to gut you right here and now, if I don't like your answers to _all_ my questions. Why are you so worried about this dumb lizard?"

"He's every bit as smart as you or me," Agnarr exclaimed. "He has the same right to freedom, too!"

"Okay," the man sneered. "If he's so smart, then talk to him and convince me he's talking back!"

"Bang," Agnarr said urgently in dragon language, "can you tell me anything about what went on here before I got here?"

Bang replied with a description of the men's most recent meal. "He says you all ate dried codfish for supper," Agnarr translated, "except you – you had a fresh flounder. Then you washed it down with the last of your mead. Then your men went on guard duty while you ate dessert, which was six helpings of lingonberry pie. Then you –"

"That's not true!" the man burst out. "I only had five helpings of lingonberry pie! Hey, wait a minute. How did you know all that?"

"The dragon told me," Agnarr said simply.

"What kind of trick is this?" his captor demanded. He pushed Agnarr back with his spear; Agnarr gave way willingly, backing toward the dragon's head. Once he'd backed off four or five feet, Bang's partly-free tail lashed out and knocked the man's legs out from under him. Agnarr tried to grab the spear, but the other man was far too strong; even on his knees, he easily wrenched it out of Agnarr's grasp. "I've had enough of you!" he exploded, and drew the spear back for a killing thrust.

That was when one of his guards yelled, "Eret! Dragon to the north!" Another one added, "Lots of dragons to the north!"

The man with the spear knocked Agnarr down and held him there, the spear at his chest. "Man the net-throwers!" he shouted. "I have to keep this prisoner under control!" He stared to the north, trying to see the distant flying objects in the dark. "What are all those dragons _doing_ up there? They're just circling!"

A moment later, a small hurricane of fire struck the ground about ten feet away, and began tracking toward him. The man dropped the spear with a panicky cry and ran for safety, forgetting all about Agnarr. As soon as the young man was safe, the Stormcutter's firestorm ended, leaving a track of flaming soil that gave him enough light to see by. He quickly found his seax and resumed cutting Bang's net away. In less than a minute, the Night Fury was free.

"Climb on!" the dragon exclaimed, shaking his head urgently. Agnarr needed no urging; the pair was aloft within moments. Agnarr looked down, and watched in amazement as a spiky-looking white island arose from the waters near this island. Then he realized what was happening.

"Oh, mother," he said with feeling. "It's a bad night to be a dragon trapper."

The Alpha rose up to his full height and stared down at the fort with unconcealed rage. With a roar, he breathed out a torrent of sub-frozen breath, which struck the ground and bounced upwards, freezing solid as it climbed toward the sky. In moments, the fort had been replaced by a jagged blue-green tower of ice, far taller than any human fort, with detached pieces of wooden wall sticking out in random places. The net-throwers, the food supplies, the hand tools… all were buried somewhere inside that frozen monument. Then the Alpha waded back into the sea, and all the other dragons returned to the nest.

"What happened down there?" Agnarr asked. "How did they get you?"

"They just shot their net-throwers into the sky as soon as their raft blew up, and they got lucky," Bang grunted. "I made a perfect attack, and I even swerved during my pull-out! It just wasn't my night. Thank you for coming back for me."

"That's what friends do for each other," Agnarr replied, rubbing the big black head lightly. "You put it all on the line for me when I was sick; I couldn't do any less."

"But you could have done more," Valka called to them from Cloudjumper's back as she caught up to them. "Like, maybe, wait for the diversion, the way we agreed?"

"You were taking too long!" the young man exclaimed.

"It only took us twenty minutes to fly back to the nest, rouse a dozen dragons, find out that the Alpha wanted 'in' on the action, and get back here," Cloudjumper rebutted him. "You were just too eager."

"Get used to that," Agnarr said quietly. "It'll be a cold day in a Fireworm's nest when I'm not eager to help my friends."

When they were all safely back in the nest, Bang and Agnarr spent a few minutes thanking the Alpha and the other dragons for their rescue, then collapsed on the first empty ledge they found. They were asleep within minutes. Valka glanced at them as she and Cloudjumper flew by.

"Do dragons believe in luck?" she asked. "Bang is good fighter, but has bad luck in fights."

"Every dragon has good day, every dragon has bad day," her dragon friend replied. "No one knows why." They soon joined the others in the land of sleep. Thanks to the Alpha, the atmosphere in the nest had a peaceful, relaxing effect that trumped even the most massive doses of adrenaline that coursed through the veins of men and dragons.
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The rest of Bang and Agnarr's week in the frozen nest was mostly uneventful. They were called to rescue a trapped Nadder on the fifth day, but it turned out to be a false alarm – the dragon had gotten her foot caught in an animal burrow of some kind, and just needed a little help to get free. The duo spent the bulk of their time teaching Forge to dragons and to the nest's one human resident.

Valka was an eager learner; she couldn't learn new words fast enough. This was mostly so she could finally talk to Cloudjumper. Agnarr noticed something else about her, though; she took special pains to look after him. She always offered him the first fish when their meals were ready, and she fussed if he didn't get enough sleep. He asked her about it one day.

She looked embarrassed. "Well, I guess I never got to finish the job I started, in terms of motherhood, and Hiccup doesn't really need a mother anymore, and he says you're a lot like he was – small, smart, and smith-skilled – and I suppose I... slipped into a motherly kind of thing with you, without meaning to. I'd never try to take your own mother's place, of course." She paused awkwardly.

Agnarr looked away to the furthest corner of the nest. "My mother was a weaver, or so I was told. My father used to be one of Dagur the Deranged's personal guards, back when Dagur was a boy. One day, when I was three, he disobeyed an order from Dagur to put a fellow guard's eye out. Dagur ordered that both my parents be sold as slaves to different owners, just to teach him a lesson. They were taken away in the middle of the night; I never saw either of them again. That was the beginning of the disgrace that my brother and I lived under, right up until the moment when the Night Furies took us away to Berk." He smiled at her. "Do you know how that feels – to be carried off by a dragon to a much better life?" He sighed. "Anyway, I don't remember much about my mother. I don't know anything about how to relate to a mother, or how a mother would relate to me. If it means being nice to me and worrying about me, then I guess I don't mind."

From that day on, whenever Agnarr climbed onto Bang's back, Valka would call, "Don't forget to wear your scarf!" and Agnarr would reply, "Okay, mom!" They would always smile when they said it, but they both knew it wasn't a joke for either of them.

Their week in the nest finally ended. Their relief party arrived late on Friday afternoon; the new exchange team consisted of Fishlegs, Meatlug, and Night-fury-six-shooter. Night-fury-mother-of-twins came with them to show them the way, and Stoick was riding Six. After they presented themselves to the Alpha, they spread out.

Stoick and Valka quickly disappeared into a side cave. They were followed by a stream of young dragons who wanted to find out what they were trying to hide. After a few minutes, the whole nest heard a loud, angry bellow, and the dragons flew and ran out of the side-cave in a panic. Stoick glared around the corner at them, shook his shoulders, and grunted.

"I told you we'd have more privacy if we stayed out in the open," Valka said impishly.

Bang shared a TrueSight with his twin sister. She saw rows of dragons, happy and eager to learn how to speak Forge so they could talk to Valka and to the humans who were shuttling in and out of their nest. She saw pride in how their invented language was becoming popular, mingled with exhaustion from long language lessons, and a leftover touch of embarrassment that he'd been shot down by the trappers and had to be rescued. She also saw relief that he could go home, love for her, Agnarr, and his parents, and a growing attraction for Night-fury-bi-xi. He saw enthusiasm for the chance to meet new dragons and tackle new challenges, some regret over having to leave Night-fury-faithful-brother behind for a week, and a bit of genuine awe after meeting the Bewilderbeast.

"For a Night Fury, this place is almost a vacation," Bang explained to her. "There aren't any fights to break up, and the King handles any arguments and misunderstandings that come up. You'll be on call in case of an emergency, which mostly means a dragon caught in a trap, but you'll spend most of your time as a Forge instructor. After some experience running a nest like ours, you may find this place to be twelve days north of Mindless and a few degrees south of Boring You to Death. It's located solidly on the Meridian of Monotony."

"If this kind of work has become part of what Night Furies do, then I'll find a way to do it and make it work," she nodded. "Thanks for the warning, though."

Fishlegs met up with Agnarr, or "tried to meet up with Agnarr" might have been more accurate. He had a hard time focusing on what the smith's apprentice was trying to tell him. He was in a constant state of distraction because of all the dragons swirling overhead – he was almost fangirling over them.

"Please pay attention! This is important!" Agnarr urged him.

"I can't believe all these dragons!" the bigger young man burst out. "I've never seen most of these types before! I brought paper and drawing sticks to add them to the Book of Dragons, but I don't think I brought enough paper! _Look_ at them all!"

"You'll have your chance to draw them all, and ask questions about them, and even interview them if you want," Agnarr exclaimed, "but can you give me five minutes to explain about the traps? Just five minutes? Please!"

If Fishlegs was happy in his new environment, Meatlug felt like she'd found a new home. She flew back up the entry tunnel to the smaller cave that was full of dozing Snafflefangs, Hotburples, and other Gronckles, found an empty space on the floor, and expressed her satisfaction with the situation by falling sound asleep.

After a few hours, the first exchange team said their farewells and returned to Berk. Stoick rode Skullcrusher again; they were growing comfortable with each other, and the big Rumblehorn enjoyed his visits to the village with tasty fish and no traps.

"Do you think we can make this arrangement work?" Astrid asked her son.

"There's no question, the two nests can get along and work together," Bang replied. "But I'm starting to think I should avoid going into battle against humans. I do all the right things, but they keep getting the better of me." She wasn't sure what he meant, so he offered her a quick TrueSight and focused on his raid to blow up the trappers' raft. She took in a sharp breath.

"That's the third time you've gotten banged up by the humans – no pun intended," she said slowly. "Humans have a saying, 'Bad things come in threes,' and if that's true, then your days of bad luck in battle should be over. The one thing you _don't_ want to do is become afraid of what might happen, and it sounds like you haven't let fear master you. That's good, son. But I'll tell you something even better.

"You've had one near-miss in battle, and you've actually gotten caught twice. Yet you're still here, flying next to me, talking about your next battle. How did that happen? Because you're surrounded by dragons, and a few people, who love you and will do anything to keep you safe. You've got friends, and that's even better than having good luck. Never lose sight of that."

"Yeah, like she said," Agnarr added. Bang nodded soberly.

Back in the nest, Fishlegs was still geeking out at the sight of so many unfamiliar dragons. When he spotted a big, owl-faced, four-winged dragon crawling his way, he just stopped and stared. It hadn't registered with him that the Night Furies had been teaching Forge to some of the residents here, so he was _not_ expecting the dragon to speak to him.

"King say he want talk to you now."

He glanced toward the huge Bewilderbeast. "Uhh... uhh... oh, boy... how he understand me?"

"Night-fury-six-shooter say your words for him, say his words for you."

"Okay. I guess that works." He made his way down the river's edge and across the stepping stones to a large flat rock in front of the Alpha. He bowed clumsily and waited for Six to join them. Once she landed next to him, he said, "Uhh, I'm here, Great One. Is that what I'm supposed to call you?" Six translated for him.

"That is customary," the huge dragon replied with a trace of a smile. "Your friend, New-night-fury, has told me part of your story. I'd like to hear more. Please tell me about your first interactions with dragons."

"Uhh, okay," Fishlegs nodded nervously. "When I was a kid, we always thought dragons were bad. They were big and scary, they stole our food, and they tried to kill you if you got in their way. I wanted to be a dragon fighter when I grew up, so I could be a hero in the village, and get a girlfriend, and get the best seat in the Mead Hall, and all the other stuff that heroes get. I learned everything I could learn about dragons; I even read the Book of Dragons cover-to-cover, learning everything I could about them, when most people just use the Book to look stuff up. When my dad told me I'd been accepted for Dragon Training, it was, like, the happiest day of my life.

"The first dragon we ever faced was a Gronckle, and I wasn't afraid of her, until she shot my shield off my arm. _Then_ I got scared! I knew they were big, but I'd never been shot at before. I realized that _being_ a hero might be awesome and fun, but _becoming_ a hero... not so much. From then on, I kind of played it safe. I knew I'd never beat Astrid to win the competition, but if I could just learn how to face a dragon and still be alive when I was done, that would be a lot better than being dead. Even after Hiccup and Astrid disappeared, I never tried that hard to win.

"I stayed that way with the other dragons, but that Gronckle… I think she figured out that I wasn't trying to hurt her. Pretty soon, I realized that she wasn't trying to hurt me, either. She always shot at me when she could, and she was a pretty good shot at close range, but she always aimed at my shield, never at me. There were a couple of times when she caught me off guard and could have killed me, but all she did was shoot my shield.

"There was one time when I got the drop on her, and I could have belted her a good one with my hammer. Instead, I slapped her on the side with my hand and yelled, 'Gotcha!' She just kicked me in the chest without even looking, sent me flying across the training ring, and then flew off to find some other Viking to pick on. It was like she was saying, 'Don't play games with me, Fishlegs. Maybe I'm not trying to kill you, but I'm still a dragon and you're not.' I learned my lesson, and I kind of respected her from then on. Of course, I still thought she was a 'he,' but that didn't change anything."

The Bewilderbeast considered that. "Did you ever wonder if dragons might be intelligent, based on how this dragon treated you?"

"I'd been so well-trained to think of them as monsters, I never stopped to think about them being as smart as me," Fishlegs confessed. "Looking back, the signs were all there, but I wasn't looking for them. It wasn't until we were turning the training dragons loose that I finally figured it out. Hiccup… I mean New-night-fury told the Gronckle I wanted to be friends, but when they opened the doors, I figured she'd take off through the gates and be free, because that's what a trapped animal would do. Instead, she flew over to me and sniffed my dragon-nip grass and checked me out. I _really_ didn't expect that. I think that's when I finally figured out that she wasn't a tame monster, or a very big pet. She actually wanted to be my friend.

"That was the day that changed everything. All of a sudden, everybody in the village wanted to make friends with a dragon, and they all thought I was the expert because I did it first. All of a sudden, all that stuff I read in the Book of Dragons became really useful. And all of a sudden, I was kind of a hero in the village, like I always wanted to be, but I did it by being nice to dragons instead of fighting them." He took a deep breath. "Life can be weird, Great One."

"So I have noticed," the Alpha answered with a ghost of a smile. "Tell me more about your friendship with Meatlug." That was Fishlegs' favorite subject; the day was nearly done before he finally wound down. The King probably heard a lot more than he wanted to hear, but he certainly got all the details. Once the Alpha dismissed him, he searched until he found Meatlug, and they slept side by side until next morning, when the first of their Forge students finally found them and woke them up so the lessons could start.

Fishlegs turned out to be a fairly good teacher. His only handicap was that he kept getting distracted by the amazing new dragons among his students. "Focus, Fishlegs!" became Valka's catchphrase for the week. As the days went by and he began to catch up on his drawings and his entries for the Book of Dragons, he got less distracted and became more effective. Meatlug had no such problems, just the standard-issue Gronckle problem of falling asleep at random intervals, and her dragon students understood that. Because Meatlug was adequate as a beginning Forge teacher, Six accepted the role of royal language tutor, and the Alpha learned his first words in Forge that week.

Perhaps the students didn't learn as much from Fishlegs and Meatlug as they'd learned from Agnarr and Bang, but they made steady progress. Their favorite "exercise" was talking to Valka, which was the whole reason for them learning Forge in the first place. She was thrilled to finally be able to exchange a few words with the neighbors she'd known for nearly two decades. She and Cloudjumper practiced their new language with each other endlessly, on the ground and in the air, now that they knew enough words to actually say something to each other. The language barrier that had stood between them for eighteen years had been broken at last.

Cloudjumper probably summed up the situation best with four simple words. "You make me happy."

**o**

_A/N  
>The next chapter brings Varinn and the other Terrible Terrors into the story. If you aren't familiar with them, you ought to read <span>A Nadder's Mystery<span> before the next chapter comes out._
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Fishlegs and Meatlug weren't called out for any dragon-trap emergencies that week, for which they were thankful. They still proved their worth, though. While out for a relaxing flight on Odinsdagr (Wednesday), Meatlug suddenly grunted and went into a spinning vertical descent. "What is it, girl?" Fishlegs asked, but he didn't try to hold her back. He'd learned to trust her sensitive nose. Sometimes she found trouble (like a Changewing egg), and sometimes she found things that were really worth finding (like dragonroot), but when she sniffed something, it was never a false alarm.

They landed on one end of a rocky beach. "Rocks?" Fishlegs wondered. "You eat rocks all the time. What's special about these rocks?" Meatlug just paced back and forth for a few seconds, then began kicking football-sized stones around with her back legs. The fourth rock hit the ground about twenty feet away and triggered a well-camouflaged leg-hold trap. It snapped shut on nothing.

"Good girl!" he beamed, rubbed her head for a moment, and ran over to dismantle the trap. To his amazement, she flew around him and blocked his path. "Now what's the matter?" She pushed him back, then resumed kicking rocks. Another trap went off. Fishlegs probably would have stepped in it if his dragon hadn't held him back.

"They trapped this whole beach?" To Fishlegs, the trappers were no longer an abstract threat; now it was personal. He began picking up rocks and throwing them in likely places. The two of them worked their way up the beach, springing one trap after another until the shoreline ended in a rocky cliff. No less than fourteen sprung traps lay behind them. When Six came out looking for them, she found Fishlegs patiently disassembling a trap, while Meatlug sat contentedly next to him, mouth open.

"That's three traps for me, and three rocks for you," Fishlegs said happily, and tossed a hand-sized rock into his dragon's gaping maw. He set aside the pieces of the trap he'd just finished and started working on another one. Meatlug licked her chops and waited for the next rock.

"It could take year to find all their traps, even if they never set another one," Six said disgustedly. "What you do with all those metal pieces?"

"The springs are probably made of good metal, so I thought I'd bring those back to Berk when we go home," Fishlegs answered. "Gobber can always use that kind of souvenir from our trip. I bet they'll make him feel better about losing Agnarr and Varinn out of the forge every few weeks. The rest of the pieces are probably cheap iron, so those are going in the ocean, unless you know any Smokebreaths who want them."

Six shook her head – drawing the attention of a nest of Smothering Smokebreaths is never a good move. She winged away, and made a quick high-altitude pass over the trappers' island to see what was happening. The men there were all trying to catch fish, either with poles or by throwing one of their dragon-catching nets. That made her content; whether they succeeded or not, they were staying out of trouble and they weren't plaguing the dragons. The Alpha would be pleased to hear this.

**o**

Meanwhile, back in Berk, Varinn was trying to nail down his plans to join the next exchange team. He really didn't want to spend a week in a strange place full of strange dragons unless he could bring someone familiar with him. The natural choice was Scrubby, the blue Nadder who had become the fifth member of the group. Scrubby wasn't big enough to ride yet, but he spoke Forge fairly well and he'd have no problem fitting in with the dragons in the remote nest. The problem was that the other members of the Terrible Terrors didn't want to lose their dragon friend for a week.

"It's bad enough that we're losing you, the leader of the group," Spamlout complained. "If you take Scrubby, we won't even be a group anymore!"

"It's only for a week," Varinn tried to protest.

"It's still the first time we've been apart, ever," Henny answered. "You're the first Terrible Terror who ever tried to do something big without the others. Do you have to take Scrubby away, too?"

"Maybe we should let Scrubby make the decision," Varinn nodded, and turned to the dragon. "What you think, Scrubby? You fly to other nest with me?"

"Wish yes, but no," the Nadder answered with a hint of embarrassment. "I like female, other male like same female. If I go away for week, other male gets female. Do not want."

"Scrubby, you rascal!" Varinn burst out with a smile. Then he added in Forge, "I understand. Good luck." He gave the dragon a quick scratch under his chin and turned back to the rest of the Terrors. "I guess you guys get the dragon." He paused nervously. "I don't suppose any of _you_ would be willing to go with me?"

The other three all shook their heads, Fluffernut the last of all. "Okay," Varinn shrugged. "I'm sure I'll have some stories to tell when I get back, even though it may not be much fun. Now I have to find out which Night Fury is going to be my partner." They all wandered off in separate directions. About two hours later, while Varinn was attaching new shovel heads to handles in the forge, Fluff slipped in through the side door.

"If you really want someone to go with you, I'll go," she said quietly.

"People will talk about us," he observed.

"Let 'em," she said firmly. "If I listened to everything that everybody said about me, I'd curl up in a ball and cry all day. I'd like to meet Hiccup's mother, and I'd like to meet some of those unusual dragons, especially the babies. It doesn't sound like a fun vacation, and I understand why you don't want to go alone, but it's something our village has to do, and it's only fair if I try to help."

"I appreciate that," he said wholeheartedly. "Do you think one Night Fury can carry the both of us?"

"I don't weigh much," she said with a shrug. "Which Night Fury is going with us?"

"Unless somebody changes his mind, they told me it's Agmundr's turn to visit the nest. His brother told him all about the place; he's really curious about it. Won't your parents object to you flying off with a boy for a week?" he wondered.

"My foster parents barely notice I exist, unless they want me to do the cooking for a night," she said dismissively. "Will _your_ parents say it's okay?"

"I guess that's the big question," he nodded. "I'll find out tonight."

He brought up the subject at supper in the Mead Hall. His father Gunnarr didn't miss a bite, but his mother Edda immediately put down her drumstick and announced, "I'm against it. The two of you are getting too familiar as it is. Now I'm supposed to approve when you both take off on your own for a whole week?"

"It took me a week to get your approval for this trip, because you didn't like the idea of me being on my own," he replied. "Now I've found a friend to go with me, and you don't like that idea, either?"

"It's not the fact that she's a friend," Edda said sharply. "It's the fact that she's a girl. You're both fourteen. It's just a matter of time before the two of you realize that you're becoming a couple, and I want chaperones around when that happens."

"Mom..." he sputtered. "For one thing, we're just friends, and that's all! She's like a substitute sister to me. Neither one of us has any feelings like that for the other. For another thing, Agnarr says the dragons are totally curious about humans and everything we do, now that they know that some of us are friendly. He says he couldn't do anything, and that means _anything,_ without being followed around by a flock of curious dragons! And the more he tried to keep his privacy, the more curious it made them. You want chaperones? We'll be surrounded by over five hundred of them, and most of them can see in the dark! If that's what you're worried about, we'll be safer there than we would be on Berk."

"What's she going to do while you're out there?" Gunnarr asked with his mouth full. "You've explained how you're going to rescue dragons out of traps and teach them to talk your special language, but how is _she_ going to keep busy?"

"She never has a problem finding things to do," Varinn answered. "She knows Forge; she can help with the teaching. If I know her, she'll probably wind up giving Forge lessons to that King dragon or something. Mostly, I think she'll just be glad to get away from Tuffnut and Ruffnut. That part will be like a vacation for her."

"If you won't let her go with him, then could I go instead?" his younger brother Rangi begged them.

"You can't talk to the dragons," Varinn said dismissively. "There's nothing you could do out there."

"You're right about that part," Edda agreed. "This isn't a pleasure trip, Rangi. He's doing it to help the village."

"I never get to have any fun," the boy sulked.

"It's not supposed to be fun," Varinn said, almost kindly.

"And I want to _keep_ it that way!" Edda said, loudly enough that some Vikings at nearby tables overheard her.

After a few seconds, Gunnarr glanced at his wife. "Varinn, your mother and I will talk it over tonight, and we'll give you an answer in the morning. If you're done eating, scrape your plate and go bring in some firewood for the night."

"Okay, Dad, Mom," he nodded as he rose. "Thanks for being willing to think it over, at least."

Gunnarr and Edda had a rather intense discussion that night, even though they kept it down so Varinn couldn't hear what they said. After a while, he heard the front door open and close. His parents were probably headed for the Nest to get a second opinion from his sister. He began to relax. He and Astrid were still a little strange around each other, but she knew what dragons were like. She'd almost certainly put in a good word for his plan.

In the morning, his mother didn't serve him breakfast until she'd administered a strongly-worded lecture on Viking morals and the need to keep his family free from dishonor. Only when she thought he was quaking in his boots at the thought of misbehaving with Fluffernut did she announce that he had his parents' permission fly to the frozen nest with her. To her surprise, he didn't leap up from the table to break the news to Fluff. "I'll tell her when I see her," he said. "Can I have some breakfast now?"

"Maybe they really aren't that interested in each other," she said to Gunnarr after Varinn had left for the forge.

He grunted. "Some things are just meant to be, no matter how they look on the surface. He's a fine young man, she's a pretty girl with a good head on her shoulders, and I'd be amazed if they don't wind up together. I think one week is just about the longest time they can handle without starting some trouble. Don't forget, Hiccup's mother is out there to help keep an eye on them."

"I'm not sure how much I trust a dragon lady," Edda replied with a shake of her head. "After all those years with no people around, she may have forgotten a few things about teenagers."

The Terrible Terrors got together to eat lunch that day; that was when Varinn told Fluff that their plan had been approved. Spamlout smirked. "If you two keep spending time together like that, it's just a matter of time before your parents work out an engagement for you!"

"That's not happening, Spamlout!" Varinn exclaimed.

"For your own sake, you'd better hope you're wrong," Fluff added quietly. "If they pair the two of us off, that means you and Henny are probably next!" Hensteeth and Spamlout glanced at each other, looked away, stuck out their tongues, and said "Eww!" in chorus. They more-or-less liked each other as friends, but as husband and wife... yuck!

As they left the Mead Hall at the end of their meal, they found the doorway blocked by Ruff and Tuff. Ruff wore the smirk that told the world she was up to something, and Tuff was trying to sing –

"Varinn and Fluff'nut, sittin' in a tree,  
>"Uhh... doing whatever people do when they're in trees!"<p>

"Hey, guess what?" Ruff leered.

"You're in our way?" Varinn guessed.

Tuff turned to his twin sister. "No fair! They guessed it!"

"Not that! The other thing!" Ruff reminded him.

"Oh, yeah, that," Tuff said. "We overheard how two of you are going to fly out to that other dragon's nest, and guess what?"

"You're still in our way," Varinn said with a touch of annoyance.

"No, we're going to fly out there with you!" Ruff grinned.

"Were you invited by the dragons?" Fluff asked.

"Who cares?" Tuff burst out. "We'll ride a dragon, so they'll let us in, right? Whatever you two are up to, we're gonna watch the whole thing, and when we get back, we're gonna tell _everybody!_"

"All we're going to do is teach dragons how to speak Forge," Varinn said, trying to keep his cool. "That's a pretty boring piece of gossip to spend three days in the air for."

"Then we'll make something up!" Ruff smirked. "Something hot and interesting about the two of you! It'll be our word against yours. You'll never convince anybody it's not true!"

Fluff looked like she might be slowly working her way up to an explosion, which was something Varinn had never seen happen. He quickly cut in. "The first one you'll have to convince is the Alpha dragon who runs that nest. Are you ready to bow down in front of a dragon and show him respect? Nobody's allowed in unless they bow to the King."

Ruff glanced at her brother. "That doesn't sound like much fun. Maybe we could fake the 'respect' part."

"Not only that," Varinn quickly went on, "but my sister says he can look right inside your head and see if you're lying or telling the truth."

"Oh, forget it," Tuff said disgustedly. "That would ruin everything!" The twins stalked off in search of something to do that might be more entertaining than mentally facing off against a dragon who was bigger than their house.

"Can the Bewilderbeast really do that?" Fluff asked as they walked away.

"Yes, he can do it... to other dragons," Varinn smiled. "I have no idea whether he can do it to people or not. Probably not. But _they_ don't need to know that."

"They might make up a story about us anyway," Fluff said with a touch of nervousness, "and spread it around when we come back."

"Let 'em," Varinn shot back. "We're the third exchange team that's going to the frozen nest. When we come back, we'll probably have Hiccup's mother with us, and everybody in the village is going to be paying attention to her, not to us, and definitely not to Ruff and Tuff. If they try something like that, they're going to get the worst treatment they could possibly imagine – they'll get ignored!" She smiled at that thought.

A few days later, they each found some runes written in the ground in front of their houses by the hand of a Night Fury.

THE TEAM LEAVES THIS  
>AFTERNOON. GET READY.<p>

One of Varinn's preparations was to hide his special project in the forge. He'd been working on it, off and on, for over three months; it was finally finished and ready for the right moment to be unveiled. Both Hiccup and Agnarr had advised him, and Agnarr had helped a little, but it was his project, and he didn't want anyone to find it before he was ready to reveal it. Fortunately, the mess in the back room that used to be Hiccup's had barely been touched in the three years since he stopped being a smith's apprentice; the whole room was one big hiding place. He wrapped it in rags, both to protect it and to make it inconspicuous.

"I suppose yer lookin' forward to a week-long break from smithin'," Gobber scowled as he returned to the forge's work area.

"Agnarr's back in the village," Varinn replied. "You'll still have an apprentice. He does better work than me, anyway. It's only for a week. What's the worst thing that could happen?"

"Ye could get turned into a dragon, like Hiccup an' Agmundr did, an' I'd lose yet _another_ apprentice!" Gobber retorted. "_That's_ the worst that could 'appen! Now tidy up yer mess – I won't have ye leavin' all those iron scraps for _me_ to clean up."

Around two o'clock that afternoon, Varinn, Fluffernut, and Agmundr the dragon met in front of the Nest. The Night Furies had a quick conversation, which Hiccup translated for the young people and wrote on the ground for Stoick, who was watching.

"You are last exchange team to visit frozen nest," Hiccup said. "If all goes well, we have alliance with that nest. Good for Berk, good for them, good for all dragons, maybe good for Vikings too. Do your best, enjoy dragons, come back in week. Bring my mother back."

"And bring my wife back, too," Stoick added eagerly.

"You're not coming with us, sir?" Varinn was surprised.

"I can't," he said sadly. "A day and a half out, plus a day and a half back, equals too much time off; I've got too much chiefing to do. The last two times I flew there, I came back to a string of problems that took me days to sort out. I don't want _her_ to come back to any messes like those, or she might turn around and go back to her nest. I'll just have to wait for her here." He stepped closer to Varinn and Fluffernut, who were already sitting on Agmundr's back; he still could look them in the eye. "There is a _lot_ riding on your success. Remember that."

The three exchange-team members nodded soberly, Night-fury-faithful-brother tensed and sprang into the air, and they winged away.

**o**

_A/N  
>If anyone is unfamiliar with the children's song that Tuffnut tried to sing, the "real" words go like this:<em>

_[Person #1] and [person #2], sittin' in a tree,  
>K-I-S-S-I-N-G!<br>First comes love, then comes marriage,  
>Then comes [person #3] in a baby carriage!<em>

_The song is sung by children to a pair who are perceived to be a couple, to taunt and embarrass them. This song is going to appear again in a later chapter (sung by Ruffnut this time)._
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The second exchange team happily greeted the third team when they arrived in the frozen nest. The happiest greeting was between Six and Agmundr, to no one's surprise. They shared a TrueSight as soon as Agmundr's riders dismounted, then spent a few minutes gliding together just beneath the roof of the nest. Fishlegs was happy to see his replacements arrive; he was still ecstatic over all the new kinds of dragons, but now he needed someone to talk to about them. Valka also greeted the new arrivals, curious to find out whom Berk had sent this week. When she realized that the new group included a girl, "delighted" was too mild a word. She almost led Fluffernut away for some girl time, but realized that the new team had to present themselves to the Alpha before anything else happened. This presentation would be different, though. This time, she and the King knew enough Forge that she could introduce the new exchange team herself.

Valka and Six led Varinn, Fluff, and Agmundr to the flat rock that had become the semi-official presentation area and demonstrated how to bow to the King. "Great One, new ones here," she called in her best Forge.

"Welcome to my nest," the Bewilderbeast answered in kind. The sheer resonance of his voice vibrated the air. It took courage for the young teens to stand their ground.

"I Varinn son of Gunnarr," the boy began; he thought he should take the lead, even though his knees were almost knocking together. "We here to help."

"I Fluffernut," his friend said in a very subdued voice.

"I am Night-fury-faithful-brother, also called Agmundr," the Night Fury added in dragon language. He was just as awestruck as the humans at the sight of this huge dragon.

"Again, welcome," the Alpha answered. "Your friends do well here. You do well too."

"Does he mean he _expects_ us to do well, or is he _ordering_ us to do well?" Fluff asked quietly.

"Possibly both," Valka replied. They bowed again and retreated to a convenient ledge, where Fishlegs, Meatlug, Six, and Valka explained to Varinn, Fluff, and Agmundr how things were done here. After about an hour, in which the new team gave the returning team messages to take back to Berk, the week-2 team took flight, leaving two young teens and a recently-transformed Night Fury on their own in a nest full of unfamiliar dragons, with only an equally unfamiliar woman to serve as a bridge between them.

"Like the King said, welcome to the nest," Valka began. "We'll have a feeding celebration in a few hours, so you've got some time to stretch your legs and unwind from your trip." She noticed how Fluff tended to stay close to Varinn. "I don't mean to pry, but are the two of you a couple?"

"NO!" they both burst out. "We're friends, and nothing else," Fluff added quickly.

"We're two of a four-person circle of friends who've been together since childhood," Varinn explained. "Fluff is kind of like a sister to me, ever since my real sister got turned into a dragon, and –"

"Does that mean Astrid is your sister?" Valka interrupted.

"Yes," he replied, a bit sharply. "Fluff came along on this trip to give me moral support. I'm a little nervous about this job. It's the first time I've ever been away from home without my family."

"Are you nervous, too?" Valka asked Fluff, who just nodded. "I assume you have your parents' permission to be here together?"

"Yes, we do," Varinn nodded. "I have a great mom and dad. They had to think it over, but they decided it would be good for me to do this, and it was okay for her to come along."

"What about your parents?" Valka said to Fluff. She shrugged.

"My parents died years ago," she explained. "I'm living with relatives who don't care much about me. When I asked if I could go along on this trip, they just said, 'Do what you want, as long as you don't bring any shame to the family.' "

"I'm sorry," Valka exclaimed. "I hope I didn't hit a sore spot."

"It's okay," Fluff replied. "Life is what it is. I have some friends, and they make life better." Fluff didn't know it at the time, but Valka had just made a decision. For the rest of that week, just as Fluff was a substitute sister for Varinn, so Valka became a substitute mother for Fluffernut. The fact that Valka had already found herself in that role for Agnarr made it easier for her to do it again, for a girl this time. The two of them spent a lot of time together.

That left no one for Varinn to spend time with, except Agmundr. They had a lot in common on the surface – they were similar in age, they were both smith-trained and had served under Gobber, and they were both recent converts to believing that dragons were okay. But they just hadn't spent that much time together in the past. Agmundr had his twin brother, Varinn had the Terrors, and while they'd worked together, they hadn't done much together outside the forge.

They found their common ground in the shock of the human-to-dragon transformation. To Agmundr, his transformation was recent history; he'd been a Night Fury for less than half a year. To Varinn, his sister's transformation wasn't new – she'd become a dragon over three years ago – but he still struggled with his own loss. Each found, in the other, someone he could talk to about events that few others could relate to, someone who could actually understand what the other was going through. Their new friendship wasn't demonstrative or openly emotional, but on the inside, each soon thought of the other as a kindred spirit.

The new humans tried to bow out of their first feeding celebration, but Valka wouldn't hear of it. "We can't eat like dragons," Varinn protested. "I don't think I could even catch a slippery fish in mid-air."

"Everyone in the nest shares in the feeding," Valka replied firmly. "The Alpha allows no exceptions. It's one of the things that binds us together as a nest, instead of being a bunch of members of different species who live under the same roof."

"Do we have to eat raw fish like the dragons?" Fluff asked nervously.

"No, our dragons bring a few fish back for us and cook them for us in the nest," Valka answered. "One of my finest achievements when I first got here was explaining to Cloudjumper that I really preferred my fish to be cooked, which was a totally alien concept to him, and explaining it without using any words. Since then, some of the dragons like to take turns cooking my fish for me. Of course, 'cooking' is too fancy a word; all they do is heat up a flat rock for me, I lay the fish on it, and they reheat it now and then until my meal is done. Still, it's kept me alive all these years, and some of the fish are pretty tasty."

"If we have to do it, then we will," Varinn decided. "I'll ride Agmundr. Fluff, would you rather ride with me or with Valka?"

"Is your dragon safe?" Fluff asked the older woman.

"If I'm on his back, he's perfectly safe," Valka nodded. "It might be good if you rode with me the first time or two, until you get used to what's going to happen." Fluff nodded, they mounted their respective dragons, and they all joined the throng that were headed out of the nest. The feeding was uneventful, except that it always took Cloudjumper longer to get his meal than most of the other dragons, because he was one of those who brought fish back to the dragons who could no longer fly due to human-induced injuries. Varinn wasn't used to riding a dragon, especially when that dragon was making wild mid-air maneuvers to catch his daily meal. He hung on for dear life, and wondered if riding Scrubby would be this scary. Fluffernut's ride wasn't that extreme because the Stormcutter didn't swoop and bank with reckless abandon like the Night Fury did, but she still held tightly to Valka.

As they returned to the nest, she pointed to a green patch of ground below them. "Can we land there for a moment?" she asked Valka. "I'd like to see what kinds of herbs grow around here."

"Cloudjumper, land where ground is green," Valka called. The big dragon chuffed and spiraled down to land where she'd indicated. Fluff slid off the dragon, looked around for a few minutes, and picked some leaves and carefully tucked them into a pocket of her vest. "It's lemon balm," she explained to Valka as she got back onto Cloudjumper's back. "It'll give the fish some flavor. You probably knew all about that, though."

"Actually, I never thought of it," Valka admitted. "Sea salt is the only seasoning I've been using all these years. It'll be good to taste something different for a change."

Today, it was the turn of Gruff, the blinded Hobblegrunt, to do the "cooking." Valka coached him into the right place to flame up her preferred cooking rock, while Fluff prepared their fish and wrapped them in the lemon-balm leaves. Once the rock was hot enough, Valka laid the fish on the stone. "How do you know when it's ready?" Varinn wondered.

"I ask Cloudjumper," she replied. "He has a very good nose, like many dragons. After I helped him understand what a perfectly cooked fish smells like, he's become my assistant chef. He'll sniff the fish every few minutes, and when it's done the way I like it, he'll let me know." The big dragon bent down and sniffed, then made a puzzled face at her.

"Smell different but still good," she told him. "He's not used to the lemon balm," she said to the others.

"That's a lot of fish for just the three of us," Fluff noticed.

"We'll store some of it on ice and reheat it for supper tonight," Valka explained. "Sometimes I'll give Cloudjumper a cooked fish. I think he likes to share my food with me, in the same way that the Alpha likes to share food with all of us. It's some kind of dragon bonding thing."

Varinn glanced over at Agmundr, who was watching curiously from a distance. "Hey, if we have enough, would _you_ like a cooked fish for a change?" The dragon bounded over and joined them around the cooking rock with an eager expression.

"I have not had cooked fish since I became dragon. Yes, want!"

"So everybody's been assuming that, because you're a dragon, you don't like anything you used to like?" Varinn said compassionately. "That must stink."

"Raw fish is better than I thought, I get used to it, but cooked would be nice now and then."

About forty minutes later, Cloudjumper sniffed the fish for the tenth time and said, "Is good." They all tore into their lemon-baked fish, and they all agreed with him – it was quite good. Varinn made a point of saying so.

"You never said anything about my cooking back in Berk," Fluff said with a slightly sour expression.

"I don't think I've ever had the chance to eat your cooking before," he answered. He picked up one fish and tossed it to Agmundr, who swallowed it and licked his lips.

"Thank you, friend," he said, and wandered away for a nap. Of course, that made Cloudjumper want a fish of his own, so Valka lobbed one to him. The rest of the meal passed uneventfully.

Varinn and Fluff spent their afternoon in a royal audience, explaining to the Alpha about the Terrible Terrors, Scrubby, and the kidnapped dragon babies, while Agmundr translated from Norse to dragon and back. They thought the King would find it a very boring story, after all the exciting things he'd seen and done, but he hung on their every word and asked many questions.

"I start to think, some humans naturally like dragons," he decided. "Dragons need to find those humans. Bring to nests for visits. Maybe pair off, human and dragon."

"That mean some humans naturally _not_ like dragons?" Fluff asked.

"They can learn," the Alpha said.

"If they want to," Varinn added. "Many not want to. To them, hate be more fun." The King had to nod at that.

"What about you two?" the great dragon wondered. "You pair off?"

"Why is everybody so determined to make a couple out of us?!" Fluff burst out. She looked up at the enormous Alpha and exclaimed, "Do not want, sir."

"We friends only," Varinn added.

The Alpha seemed surprised. "Why not? Be pair, be friends too."

Varinn finally sputtered, "Not know words to explain." He liked Fluff a lot; he always felt better about things when she was around. She seemed to like his company as well, and they worked well as a team. But the idea of kissing her had no appeal for him, and the thought of her having his baby... he squirmed. It wasn't going to happen.

They spread their sleeping rolls on the ledge and lay down long before they were sleepy. That was Valka's suggestion. "You're going to attract a small flock of curious dragons who will want to check you out, because you're new here," she explained. "You won't get any sleep until they're done sniffing you and poking you with their noses, so you might as well lie down early and let them get their curiosity out of their systems. Then, when you're actually tired, they'll leave you alone and you can sleep."

"That sounds like a good idea," Fluff nodded.

"I got the idea that from Agnarr and Fishlegs," Valka smiled. "They learned it the hard way."

"Why don't you use a sleeping roll?" Varinn asked her. "We could have brought you one from Berk if we'd known you didn't have one."

"I don't want one," she replied. "I've been sleeping under Cloudjumper's wing for eighteen years. It's what I'm used to. I sleep just fine that way." She sighed. "When I have to share a bed with my husband again, I'll probably be as nervous as a newlywed, and I'll probably get just as little sleep. There are so many things I'll have to adjust to, all over again..."

"Is it hard to adjust to being married?" Fluff asked suddenly.

Valka leaned on one elbow. "Anything worth doing is hard, or at least it _can_ be hard. Stoick and I are incompatible in a lot of ways, but we started our marriage with the agreement that we were going to make it work, no matter what. For the most part, we did what we set out to do." She gestured at Cloudjumper's nearby frilled head. "This fellow and I have just about nothing in common, but we've learned to work together and play together. We aren't married, of course, but we spend most of each day together, so we've had to work out a relationship together. It's not about how compatible you are, although that helps. It's about how determined you are to make it work."

"Where does love fit into all this?" Fluff wondered.

"With us Vikings, love is the result of being married, not the reason for it," Valka replied. "Your parents are going to pick out a husband for you based on things like money, social standing, and tribal status. Unless that boy has the king of all egos –"

"Like Snotlout," Varinn whispered.

"– he's going to be just as nervous and unsure about things as you are," Valka went on. "Yes, working it out is hard. The personal stuff is awkward, but believe it or not, the really hard adjustments are things like deciding how to handle money, or dealing with it if one of you snores. Every couple has to go through that kind of adjustment, whether they like each other before the wedding or not. If you focus on his bad traits, he'll always be a stranger to you. If you choose to focus on his good side, you'll probably wind up loving the guy before much time has passed. That's how it was with me and Stoick."

"Thank you, Mrs. Haddock," Fluff said softly. "You've given me something to –" She broke off abruptly as a Snafflefang landed next to her and sniffed her from head to toe, with an emphasis on the toes. "Hey, that tickles!" she giggled and pulled away. The dragon snorted and sniffed her some more. Varinn rolled over to put a few feet between him and the dragon, then rolled back when he realized he was closer to the edge of their sleeping ledge than he preferred. As soon as he rolled back, a red baby Scuttleclaw landed on the ledge and began butting him with her head.

"Sleep now, play tomorrow," he tried to explain, but the babies had shown no interest in learning Forge. She couldn't understand him, and probably wouldn't have cared if she did understand. Agmundr raised his head and let out a sharp, bark-like snarl, and the baby turned and fled to parts unknown. "Thanks, Agmundr," Varinn said, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep. He was still quite wound up from the day-and-a-half journey and the experience of meeting that huge Alpha face to face.

After a few minutes, he heard Fluff roll over. "Varinn?" she called quietly.

"Hmm?" he answered.

"What if my foster parents get me engaged to Snotlout?"

"Well... if that happened, then I guess that would make Spamlout your sister-in-law."

"Varinn, if I had a rock, I'd throw it at you! You know what I mean. I'm fourteen; I'm old enough for a Viking marriage, and everyone in that house wants to get rid of me as fast as they can. What would I do if that happened?"

"I'll think about it," he promised. "But you're not going to get engaged tonight, so I'd focus on getting a good night's sleep. Fishlegs said our first full day here is going to be long and nerve-wracking. We don't want to start it off by being tired."

"What if your parents get you engaged to Spamlout?" she asked. "You're old enough to get married, too. Can you see her standing next to you in a wedding dress?"

After a few seconds, he acidly replied, "Thank you _very_ much for _that_ mental picture! So much for _me_ getting a good night's sleep." He thought he heard a muted giggle from Valka's direction, but he must have imagined it.

**o**

Back in Berk, Stoick had caught Gobber in a rare unoccupied moment. "Gobber, talk to me. My wife is coming home in a few days. It's been eighteen years, Gobber! Eighteen years! No one has _ever_ left Berk for that long and come back again. What does the rest of the village think about all this?"

The old smith scratched his chin. "Everybody remembers how she took the dragons' side in the raids. A few of 'em canna remember anything else. But most of 'em see the dragons in our streets, an' they know she had th' right idea, all those years ago. She'll be welcomed back, no worries."

"Thank you. That _was_ my biggest worry," Stoick nodded.

"But not yer only worry?" Gobber prodded him.

"Eighteen years is a long time," the chief said slowly, looking toward the horizon where the dragons had flown. "You're not a marriage expert, but... how do we pick up where we left off?"

"If I was in yer shoes – which I'm not – I wouldn't try pickin' it up where I left off," Gobber said thoughtfully. "I'd start from the beginnin' instead. It'll be easier fer her, an' probably fer you, too. Both of ye have changed over th' years; ye canna assume things will be just like they used to be."

Stoick nodded slowly. "You're probably right. Going slow won't be an easy thing, though." He glanced at Gobber. "Did you know she still looks exactly the same as she did eighteen years ago?"

Gobber smiled. "Those are th' words of a man who's in love. Don't worry, old friend. The two of ye are gonna be fine."
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The first morning's language lesson had been interesting, to put it mildly. Varinn was teaching the dragons the names for the various kinds of dragon, and had been stunned to realized that half of the dragon types in his class were unknown to the humans and dragons of Berk when they created their Forge vocabulary. On the spot, he had to make up new words to name the Rumblehorns, Hotburples, Hobblegrunts, and all the other "new" kinds of dragons who wanted to know what to call themselves. He consulted with Agmundr, who was one of the language's authors; Agmundr had a knack for making up new combinations of sounds that were easy to remember, but Varinn had to write them down phonetically so they could be added to the Forge dictionary and taught to others. Fluff took over the writing duties so Varinn could keep the lesson going.

They were about to take a break when a tiny blue Terror flew up to Cloudjumper, chirping in his ear. "Dragon trapped," the Stormcutter growled. "West, far away. Bad trap."

Agmundr quickly told the dragons that the lessons were over until further notice, as Varinn grabbed the tool basket and climbed onto his back, and Fluff joined Valka on Cloudjumper. They shot out of the entry tunnel and were quickly up to the Stormcutter's full speed; Agmundr held back so they could stay together. Varinn's hair was blowing straight out behind him, Fluff's ponytail was whipping in the breeze, and even Valka's thick braids weren't immune to their mile-a-minute slipstream. Varinn was getting nervous about how he'd handle this emergency – what made a "bad trap" worse than an ordinary trap? – but it was hard to ignore the amazing sensations of flight. After all, it wasn't every day that he got to ride a Night Fury at high speed. It was a little strange that he could remember what Agmundr had looked like as a human, but he was adjusting to that, just as he was adjusting to the idea of riding a dragon without filling each moment with the terror of falling off.

It took them about twenty minutes to follow the Terror's directions, and they saw that they were none too soon. A juvenile Nadder had triggered a cable snare under a tree, but instead of catching his leg, the loop of heavy wire had somehow tightened around the young dragon's neck. He was desperately flapping to keep himself in the air so the noose wouldn't strangle him, but the trap held him at an awkward angle and his strength was fading. A Night Fury firebolt to cut the cable was out of the question; the tree branches blocked Agmundr's line of fire from above.

"Cloudjumper, as soon as your riders are off you, get underneath him so he can stand on you!" Agmundr ordered, and the bigger, more experienced dragon nodded. They came in fast and landed hard. The humans slid off their dragons' backs quickly and stepped aside so the Stormcutter could make himself a platform for the trapped dragon. As soon as the Nadder could put his weight on his legs, his wings drooped to his sides, exhausted. "Thank you," he gasped.

"Now we need way to –" Varinn's suggestion was cut off in mid-word by a horrible snapping sound. Fluff had stepped into a leg-hold trap that was meant to catch a small dragon.

She screamed and fell to the ground, trying frantically to open the trap. Varinn took a quick look at the dragon; the noose was still tight around his neck and had to be cut away quickly so he could breathe. He glanced back and forth from Fluff to the dragon, unable to decide who to help first. Valka made the decision for him. "I'll help the dragon!" she exclaimed. "You help your friend!" She climbed onto Cloudjumper's back; she couldn't untie or cut the wire, so she comforted the frightened young dragon and encouraged him to breathe slowly. Agmundr turned to follow Varinn as he cautiously stepped toward Fluff, alert for more traps.

"There's another one, right there!" Varinn shouted, pointing at a suspiciously flat patch of earth in front of him. "Agmundr, take that thing out!" The Night Fury launched a quick firebolt, which triggered a trap much like the one that held Fluff. Varinn jumped over it, reached Fluff's side, and knelt down. The trap held her left leg just below the knee. This trap had smooth jaws instead of teeth, but the wound was beginning to bleed.

Varinn tried to spread the jaws of the trap, but even though he'd gained some strength from his work in the forge, he couldn't do it. "Agmundr! Set your claws here and push down!" The dragon immediately saw what Varinn had in mind. The Night Fury pushed one jaw of the trap down while Varinn pushed the other jaw with both hands. In moments, Fluffernut was free; she rolled away, clutching her leg with both hands, breathing hard, unable to stand. The smith's apprentice and the former smith's apprentice kept pushing until they heard the trap's catch engage. It was set again; it wouldn't snap shut on their hands, or paws. They pulled those hands and paws away. Then Agmundr shot the trap and snapped it shut so it wouldn't catch anyone else by accident.

"I'll be all right for a minute," Fluff said, fighting back tears. "Help the dragon first!"

Varinn reluctantly turned back to where they'd landed, and grabbed his basket of tools. "Valka! Describe how the wire noose is held together!"

"It has two small metal plates, and two rivets," she answered after a quick look.

"Rivets! It'll take too long to dismantle it," he decided. "Agmundr, can you shoot that wire?" The Night Fury was already under the tree, taking careful aim as he built up a firebolt. He fired, the cable parted, and the Nadder was free. He half-hopped, half-fell to the ground, where Varinn easily removed the noose, now that it wasn't attached to anything. Cloudjumper and Agmundr spoke kindly to the dragon and helped him calm down; Valka and Varinn ran back to where Fluff was sitting on the ground, whimpering.

"You're not going to lose the leg," Valka said as her fingers probed the wound. "If that trap had teeth, or if we hadn't gotten to you so quickly, it might be another story. You've got a minor wound and a nasty bone bruise; I can't tell if it's broken or not. I'll clean it when we get back to the nest. You'll need to stay off it for the rest of your time here, and definitely see Gothi about it when you get home."

"Shouldn't I take her home now?" Varin asked anxiously.

"Please don't," Fluff answered through her tears. "If I'm going to be okay, I can rest here just as well as I can at home, and it's more peaceful here. The town needs you here, Varinn, keeping your promise to the dragons."

"If one-third of the team is injured, I don't think anyone would hold it against me if I took care of you first," he shot back.

"I can use the time to teach the King some more Forge," she answered. "If I was home, I'd just be a burden on everyone."

_And a helpless target for Ruff and Tuff,_ Varinn added mentally. "Okay, we'll take you back to the Alpha's nest. Before we go, Agmundr, can you look down from above and see if there are any more traps here?" The Night Fury nodded, took off, and slowly circled the area. In two minutes, he fired three shots, and two of those shots triggered leg-hold traps; the third hit an innocent flat patch of ground. He also spotted a camouflaged pit trap. Varinn and Valka threw large rocks onto it until the camouflage collapsed, revealing a net inside the pit. Varinn's belt seax made short work of the net. Once they were satisfied that they had made this area safe for dragons again, they climbed onto their dragons (Fluff rode with Varinn on Agmundr because the Night Fury was easier for her to mount) and returned to the nest.

The King wanted to hear their report as soon as they got back. "Berk is definitely sending their best to help us and to keep the terms of our agreement," he decided. "Nadder, are you going to be all right?"

"Yes, Great One," he answered. "No thanks to the humans!" Then he realized that three humans were sharing the flat rock with him. "No offense," he blurted out. Agmundr translated from dragon to Norse for the humans' benefit.

"None taken," Valka replied.

"You all right?" he asked Fluff.

"Yes," she answered. "No thanks to humans." Varinn inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. If she could be sarcastic in the middle of her pain, then she was probably going to be okay.

"Good. You stay home from feedings until pain stops. We take care of you."

"Thank you, Great One," she replied. "Maybe I teach you Forge after feeding?"

"No," the Alpha decided. "You rest today. Maybe you teach me tomorrow." He nodded, swaying his huge tusks majestically, and the royal interview was over. The dragons took the humans back to their favorite ledge, where Valka cleaned the dirt out of Fluff's wound and bandaged it. Then they sat in silence for a few minutes.

"It never occurred to me that this job might be dangerous," Varinn said at last.

"Believe me, I'm going to watch my step for the rest of the week," Fluff nodded. "That's assuming I take any steps at all."

"I'll bet you're sorry you volunteered to join this exchange team," he said quietly.

"Not really," she answered, just as quietly. "You saw how many traps there were. You probably would have stepped in one, if I hadn't found one first, and the nest needs your legs more than it needs mine. Or maybe one of our dragons would have stepped in one."

"I'm not sure that's the right way to look at it," Valka commented. "You need your legs, too. Try standing up and putting a little weight on it." Fluff struggled to her feet, but was unable to stand on the injured leg. She leaned on Agmundr so she could sit down again.

"Now what am I going to do?" she asked. "The rest of you are going to be busy with language lessons and dragon rescues, and I'll just be sitting here, useless. Isn't there something I can do?"

"Yes, you can rest and get better, so you can return to being useful," Valka said firmly. She looked around. "Besides, I have a feeling you aren't going to be completely idle." She was right. By ones and twos, dragons were approaching her from all over the nest, wanting to talk to her. Some were Forge students; Agmundr translated for the others. They were concerned about her injury, and they thanked her for being willing to take risks for the sake of the trapped dragon. The one she remembered best was the three-legged Snafflefang whom Valka called Lump. "You one of us now," the dragon said.

Varinn and Agmundr were a little late coming back from the feeding celebration that day. Valka and her "dragon of the day" had their lunch almost half-cooked by the time they returned. Varinn was carrying two straight, stout sticks, about four feet long, each with a fork in one end.

"You made me crutches?" Fluff wasn't sure how she should react. "I appreciate the thought, but I'm not a cripple."

"You'll get around with these a lot better than you will by limping," Varinn told her, "and it will be easier on your bad leg."

"I don't want to tell the whole world that I can't walk normally," she fussed.

"It's just until your leg heals," Valka cut in. "The dragons won't care if you use them, I won't care, and I know Varinn won't care, so why not use them?"

"You've never been proud before," Varinn added. "Please don't start now. You love helping people when they need it; why won't you let us help you when _you_ need it?"

She sighed. "All right, I'll try them." Valka helped her stand up, and Varinn cut the crutches to the perfect length. She walked back and forth on the ledge a few times. "I guess this _is_ easier," she admitted. "Thank you for thinking of me, Varinn."

"No problem," he answered.

She sat through the afternoon's Forge lesson, feeling useless and frustrated, while Varinn and Agmundr did all the work. She tried to figure out how she might teach some Forge to the Alpha, but realized that they had no way to communicate with each other except for the Forge that he already knew. How could she tell him what a new word meant? How could he ask questions? Without a bilingual dragon like Agmundr, or a bilingual human like Agnarr, it couldn't be done. So she just sat.

That evening, while Varinn and Agmundr were obeying an informal request from the Alpha to teach him the names of the important dragons in his nest, Valka sat down next to Fluffernut. "Are you looking forward to going home at the end of the week?" the younger girl asked.

"How should I answer that?" Valka replied. "This nest has been my home for longer than you've been alive. I _am_ home. I'll be going back to a place where other people live, a place that's my husband's home, a place that _used_ to be my home, but now...?"

"I thought you were excited at the thought of seeing all of Berk's dragons," Fluff said.

"I am. I desperately want to see all the changes that have happened because of the dragons. I want to meet those dragons, too – especially the ones who are related to me. But visiting isn't the same as living there. I'm sincerely glad that I can come back here for one week a month. My feelings might change once I'm back in Berk, renewing old friendships and rebuilding my marriage. But for now, I'm not ready to completely let go of this place."

"Then why leave at all?" Fluff wondered.

Valka sighed. "There _is_ such a thing as duty, Fluffernut. Maybe 'responsibility' would be a better word. I have a husband, and he has the right to live with his wife. I have a son, and he has the right to know his mother. I can't be selfish and do whatever I please. My life is tied up with other people's lives; I have rights, but so do they, and I can't ignore that. Now that I'm finally able to be there for the ones who love me, I have to go. Especially because Hiccup has gone to such great lengths to make it possible.

"Don't get me wrong, Fluff – I love Stoick and it's going to be wonderful to be with him again. But it's also going to be strange. Like I said, I'm probably going to feel like a newlywed all over again. This nest is safe and familiar, and all the dragons love me here. I'd be less than human if I didn't want to stay in a place like this. We all have our safe places where we'd love to spend our whole lives, but life doesn't let us do that."

Fluff cleared her throat. "Is this a prelude to another talk about how I'm supposed to prepare myself for marriage, whether it's good or bad?"

Valka smiled. "I hadn't planned it that way, but I guess I could transition from one topic to the other. The best advice I can give you is, 'Stop worrying.' The only thing that worrying will do is ruin a good night's sleep. Unless Berk has changed a lot, I'm sure most of the boys your age are nice and pretty sensible."

Fluff barely nodded. "But there are one or two who aren't, and those are the ones I worry about."

"Would I be guessing right if I thought one of them might be a son of my brother-in-law Spitelout?"

"Very good guess," Fluff said heavily, "and he's my biggest worry."

"Wow," Valka said. "Like father, like son. I think I might have a heart attack and die from not-surprise. But he can't be the only one your father might pick for you! What are the chances that you'll wind up with him?"

"Based on the way my life has gone so far, I'd say a hundred per cent," Fluff said sadly.

"Well, your father isn't picking him for you tonight," Valka decided. "Rest that leg and get some sleep. Tomorrow is another day."
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_A/N  
>Welcome to chapter 100 of "Lightning and Death Itself." This is my second story to reach three digits, but the first one ("Snart's Saga") is stalled in an incomplete state, while this one will definitely reach its conclusion.<em>

**o**

The week had gone by quickly. There weren't any more emergencies. Maybe it was because the trappers were confined to their island and couldn't set any more traps to replace the ones that the free dragons and their riders were eliminating, but regardless of the reason, everyone in the nest was thankful for the time of peace. Fluff's leg still hurt terribly; she couldn't get around without her crutches. She was surprised to find that everyone around her, humans and dragons alike, was very patient with her. That level of kindness was something new to her.

Now it was time for the exchange team to go home, along with Rumblehorn-green-and-red, who'd gotten permission from the Alpha to spend every other week in Berk with his human friend, Human-alpha-quite-big. It was time for Valka to prepare to face her past and try to knit it into her future. She was nervous; even her dragon friend picked up on it.

"You be fine," Cloudjumper tried to assure her.

"What about you?" she asked him. "That place very different from this one. You not live in human nest before."

"If I see you happy, then I happy," he answered firmly. His expression was one she'd come to associate with the idea of "the discussion is over." Like many residents of the town she was returning to, she'd learned that it was no use arguing with a dragon.

She looked around, wondering what she was supposed to be doing to prepare for this. She had nothing to pack for the journey; her only possessions were the clothes she wore and the staff she used to give non-verbal instructions to the dragons. When she came back at the end of the third week, the nest would be the same as when she left it. That wasn't the case with the last place Cloudjumper had taken her away from, the place she came from and was returning to, the place she could barely even remember...

She made sure the tool kit was securely hidden where the dragon babies wouldn't find it. Someone, probably Agnarr, would need it in a week. She said a respectful farewell to the Alpha, with a renewal of the promise that she'd be back in three weeks. She helped Fluff, who was still having trouble walking, onto Agmundr's back behind Varinn, and prepared to climb onto Cloudjumper's back. That was when her keen-eyed dragon noticed something headed their way though the entrance tunnel.

"Night Fury!" he called.

"We get down?" Fluff asked innocently. Cloudjumper snorted. All dragons had a sense of humor, but they tended to laugh at physical humor, like a powerful warrior throwing a weapon and completely missing his target. Finding humor in words was something only the most intelligent types, like Night Furies and Stormcutters, could do. They watched as the unknown Night Fury glided through the entry tunnel and landed neatly in front of them.

"Aunt Guana!" Agmundr exclaimed, using the same name for her that Bang and Six used, even though she wasn't a relative of his. "We weren't expecting you."

"We heard that the Alpha wanted a Night Fury here for the time when Hiccup's mother is back in Berk," she explained. "I haven't been here yet, so I talked it over with my mate and he agreed I could give it a try for a week. Besides, my son wants to take a turn at helping here, and I won't give him the okay until I know what's involved." The three humans had no idea what the dragons were saying, so Agmundr did a quick Forge translation, with some written runes thrown in for clarity.

"Then I should introduce you to the Alpha," Valka decided. She led Guana to the flat rock and made the introductions.

"You are the first human ever to _choose_ to become a dragon?" the Bewilderbeast asked. "I definitely want to hear your story! Make yourself at home, meet the dragons, and then we will talk."

"As you wish, Great One," she nodded. She doubted she'd have trouble meeting the dragons; dozens of them were circling at a distance, waiting until the newest Night Fury's royal introduction was over so they could surround her and hear her story. She was still somewhat shy, but she'd learned first-hand how all the dragons loved Night Furies, so she wasn't worried about rejection in a place like this.

Valka returned to the ledge and mounted up on Cloudjumper. She nodded at Agmundr and the Rumblehorn, and the three dragons bounded into the air. They didn't have a lot to say to each other for most of the flight home. But as they headed out across a long stretch of open sea, Agmundr edged over toward Cloudjumper. "Can I ask you something? There's one part of this whole story that doesn't make sense."

"What part is that, Night Fury?" the Stormcutter asked.

"You carried Hiccup's mother away from Berk in the middle of a raid," the young Night Fury said. "Those raids all came from the Dragon Island nest, when the Mother was in charge. But you serve the Bewilderbeast. What were you doing in that raid?"

"That's a long story," Cloudjumper replied.

"We've got miles of ocean to cross," Agmundr said. "I don't mind hearing a long story, and my curiosity is killing me."

"Very well," the big dragon began. "One of the ways I serve the Bewilderbeast is to be his long-range explorer and scout, because I'm the strongest flier and the most self-reliant dragon in the nest. Once every year or two, he will send me out alone on a long flight to see what I can see, especially if I can find any new dragons who need a safe place to live. I've brought several dozen of the Alpha's subjects back to our nest on those fact-finding missions.

"One of those flights took me to the place you call Dragon Island. When I found that nest, I assumed that the queen would be as benevolent as our King. I quickly found out otherwise. The queen there, the Mother as you call her, used her Alpha power to capture and control me, but only in a weak way. I played dumb when I saw her intentions, and she didn't know how strong-willed a Stormcutter can be. I had to obey her go-out and come-back calls, but I knew I could break free if I had a really good reason to do it. Just wanting to get away wasn't a good enough reason. I was stuck in that nest for months!

"One of the first things I learned there was the queen's "bring food or be food" rule – and _that_ was a shock to a civilized dragon! But I had no desire to fight the Vikings or steal their food. When she sent all the dragons out on raids, I would avoid the human villages; I'd fly out to sea and catch a big tuna fish or something like that, and she'd be content with my offering. I got to know the other dragons in the nest, and they were a pleasant lot, for the most part. I made a few friends there."

"What about Toothless?" Agmundr asked.

"There were no Night Furies when I was there," Cloudjumper replied. "The queen must have captured and controlled him after my time there was done. Anyway, one night, I decided to go along with the rest of the dragons, just because I was getting curious about the Vikings. I hadn't seen them or faced off against them in years, and I wanted to know if this nest of them was any different from the others I'd seen. I didn't plan to hurt anyone; I just wanted to see what they were like. Then I'd catch a fish on the way home. I figured it was part of the fact-finding mission my Alpha had sent me out on.

"When I noticed one big house, well apart from the others, I thought that would be a perfect chance to see how Vikings live. I had no idea what I'd find when I broke through the roof. I certainly wasn't expecting to find a human hatchling! For all I knew, I was the first dragon ever to see such a sight. I expected him to run away when he saw me, but he just stared at me and made strange noises. The idea that he couldn't run or talk never occurred to me; dragon babies can walk and speak some simple words from the moment they hatch, so I assumed that human babies would function the same way. When I realized he was completely helpless, and also completely fearless... I was fascinated.

"Then his mother burst in with her weapon raised, and I thought I was going to have to fight a Viking after all. But she stared into my eyes instead of attacking, so I didn't attack either, and we just kept staring at each other. I tried to do a TrueSight with her, but I found out that TrueSight doesn't work well with human minds. I got only vague pictures of fear, amazement, and curiosity, mixed with a strong protective urge toward her hatchling. That part didn't surprise me – any mother will protect her hatchling! Still, she was different from every other Viking I'd ever heard of. She had a weapon, but she didn't use it. She was willing to make eye contact with me; that was something new. I thought I might have found a human who could help form a bridge between her race and ours.

"But then her mate charged in and attacked like a typical Viking. I knew I had to get out of there in a hurry – in a close-quarters fight, a Viking has all the advantages over a big dragon – but I didn't want to lose that moment of understanding between the woman and me. So I took her with me, back to the Dragon Island nest. She was still terrified, hanging beneath me by my claws; I was wishing there was some way I could talk to her and reassure her. Some of the other dragons asked me why I was bringing back a Viking instead of food. I told them she was part of a special project, which was true, although I hadn't worked out any of the details yet.

"The queen wanted no part of any special projects. She didn't even let me explain what I hoped might happen. She just demanded to be fed. 'I don't usually eat Vikings,' she said, 'but since you've brought her this far, I guess I'll take her.' I was horrified! At that moment, I think I became the first dragon in history who wouldn't kill a human.

"I took off with that human and fled as fast as I could. The queen sent her come-back signal at me. If she'd taken full control of me at the beginning, I couldn't have resisted her. But her control over me was only partial, and I was motivated by the urge to protect that helpless, precious human I was carrying. She became my reason for fighting off the queen's control. Breaking away from that come-back signal might have been the hardest thing I've ever done; I'm still not sure how I did it. But I did it. Eventually, I got so far away from the queen that I couldn't feel her call anymore. I took my unwilling passenger straight home after that; I'd done all the fact-finding I could handle for one trip.

"The Alpha was puzzled why I'd brought a Viking into our nest, but he was willing to let me keep her, as long as she didn't attack anyone. She tried to hide from me for almost a week; she wouldn't even let me feed her. I hadn't counted on her being so afraid – I'd convinced myself that, as soon as I got her into my home, everything would be wonderful. But I guess she finally got hungry enough to try and trust me. The next time I brought her some fish, she came out and ate one. We made eye contact again, and I think that's when she realized I didn't want to harm her.

"So that's how it all started, Faithful-brother. Are you sorry you asked?"

"Not a bit," Agmundr replied. "I have a strong feeling that Hiccup is going to want to hear that story too. Thank you for telling it to me."

When the island of Berk came into view, the dragons parted company. They'd agreed on this in advance. Valka wanted to circle the island once or twice at high altitude and re-familiarize herself with her old home town, which she'd never seen from the air anyway. The Rumblehorn and the Night Fury with the two young people would land first, dissipate the Vikings' initial curiosity, and warn everyone that their returning citizen was nervous and didn't want a mob scene when she landed. They'd also make sure Stoick had a few minutes to finish whatever chiefing he was doing, so he'd be ready to welcome his wife home.

That was the plan for dealing with the Vikings. Dealing with the dragons was another story. They all saw the Night Fury, Rumblehorn, and Stormcutter when they were nearly a mile away. They were all glad to see Night-fury-faithful-brother return, and they knew their friend Varinn was riding him, but the sight of the Stormcutter, a big dragon that many of them had never even seen before, took precedence over everything. Every dragon in Berk took flight – there were nearly a hundred of them now – and at least eighty of them climbed to meet Cloudjumper.

Valka looked down, looking for some buildings she could identify. All she could see was a cloud of colorful dragons rising to meet her and her dragon, totally blocking her view of the town. She noticed two young Night Furies among them; she didn't recognize them. "Cloudjumper, call those Night Furies!" she asked her big friend. He let out a honking roar. The black dragons put on a burst of speed and took station on either side of her.

"You speak Forge?" she asked them.

"Yes," the one on the right answered. "I Night-fury-pu-lao. She Night-fury-bi-xi. We never see dragon like this one before."

"I Valka, mother of New-night-fury," she called back. They blinked hard and looked startled at that. "My dragon speak for himself. All these dragons obey you?"

"Yes," Bi-xi replied.

"Please ask them not fly under us," she asked. "I want see town, first time in eighteen years. I see dragons later."

The Night Furies went to work. With a combination of bellowed commands and sheepdog tactics in mid-air, they rounded up the dozens of curious dragons and got them into something like a ring formation. Cloudjumper flew around the outside of the ring, giving Valka an unbroken view of the village and the dragons a clear view of himself at the same time.

"Thank you," she called when she passed the Night Furies. "You do good work, for young ones."

"We Night Furies," Pu-lao answered, as though that explained it all. To a Night Fury, that probably _did_ explain it all, she realized. They were a proud breed, and they had good reasons to feel that way.

She looked down. Based on Hiccup's descriptions, she thought she could identify the Night-fury home he called the Nest, and she was pretty sure she could pick out the open-framed ex-warehouse that had been turned into dragon perches, with tubes for the Gronckles on the bottom and a communal Terrible Terror nest-box on the roof. The Mead Hall was impossible to miss; that huge building probably hadn't changed since she'd left. Everything else looked strange. Was that her house? It was in the right place, but it looked unfamiliar. She had to remind herself that she'd never seen her own house from the air before. She'd hoped to see dragons perching peacefully on all the houses, but that didn't happen – all those dragons were up here, staring at her.

Meanwhile, Agmundr and Rumblehorn-red-and-green had been intercepted by the rest of the Night Furies, along with Scrubby, Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm, a few other dragons who were friends of Varinn's, and the teens who rode dragons. Agnarr was riding Hiccup so he could greet his twin brother first. They formed a quick circle, and Agmundr quickly described what they wanted to see happen. Hiccup whipped around and raced back to the village to find his father. The others formed a wedge formation, putting Agmundr in the point, and followed him as he headed for the Nest.

One dragon broke the formation and caught up to him. It was Barf and Belch, with Ruffnut and Tuffnut on board. "Welcome back, lover-girl!" Tuff taunted Fluff.

"Forget your lies and your gossip! We're not listening," Varinn shouted back, irritated.

"It might be gossip, but lies? No way!" Ruff called. "Congratulations, cousin! While you were away, you got engaged!"

"I did not!" she retorted, but a chill went up her spine anyway.

"Sure you did!" Tuff answered her. "Our dad got a really low bride-price offer for you, but he can't wait to get rid of you, so he took it. As soon as you land and say 'hi' to Dad, he's going to give you the good news, and then go clasp hands with your future father-in-law. The deal will be sealed! There's nothing you can do about it!"

"Who's the father-in-law?" Varinn demanded. "You don't mean _Spitelout,_ do you?"

"Oooh, he's a smart one! He guessed it!" Ruff answered maliciously, then sang –

"Snotlout and Fluff'nut, sittin' in a tree,  
>"M-A-R-R-I-E-D!"<p>

Fluff gasped and clutched Varinn tightly. If her cousins were telling the truth, then her worst nightmare was moments away from coming true.
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Hearing the twins' announcement (or was it a threat?) sent Varinn's mind into overdrive. He was the leader of the Terrible Terrors; they looked to him to make the important decisions. Fluff was probably his closest friend in the group, and this decision might be the most important one he would ever make for her. He'd get only one chance, he probably wouldn't have much time to think it over, and he _had_ to get it right.

"Change in plans, Agmundr!" Varinn exclaimed. "We're not landing in the center of town. Take us to the Thorstons' house."

"What about warn people about Valka?" Agmundr asked.

"Valka's an adult, she's got a big dragon on her side, and the other Night Furies can warn the Vikings if they need to," he answered. "They can live without us for a few minutes. This just became more important."

"What do you think we're going to do?" Fluff asked fearfully.

"First, we have to find out if your cousins are lying to us or not. If they aren't... then I hate to say this, because you're probably sick of hearing it, but we'll think of something." Their black reptilian friend banked to the right and descended quickly, then spread his wings and landed lightly right in front of Fluff's house. The rest of Berk's dragons followed the Rumblehorn back to the center of the village and landed there. The twins didn't follow either of them. They'd had their fun, watching Fluff squirm; now they wanted a closer look at that awesome four-winged dragon that was circling the town.

"Can I go now?" Agmundr asked. "Brother want see me very much."

"Sure, go ahead," Varinn said with an impatient wave. "I don't think you can help us with this part." He helped Fluff dismount, removed their bags and her crutches from Agmundr's back, and watched the dragon bound away toward the Nest, where the other dragons were still landing. "Now, take a deep breath and get the facts, Fluff." She nodded as she hobbled into her house. The door swung shut behind her.

About a minute later, Mr. Thorston strode out the door, with Fluff close behind him. "Please, I'm _begging_ you, don't _do_ this to me!" she cried. "I'll be miserable all my life!"

"I don't want to hear it," he snapped. "He's probably going to be the next chief of this tribe. You'll be well cared-for. Whether you're happy or not... that's _your_ problem. Now, if you'll excuse me, young lady, I have a marriage contract to finalize." He marched away, refusing to look back at the heartbroken girl behind him.

She turned wordlessly to Varinn. Her eyes were filling up with tears, but she kept blinking them back. He could feel her pain, it was so palpable. Her, married to Snotlout? Why not just kill her now – it would be more merciful! _Anything_ would be better than...

"Hold tight," he exclaimed. "I'm going to try something!" He turned and ran before she could ask what he meant, and with her leg still in pain, she couldn't even try to keep up with him. She hobbled after her foster father instead. She would make one last attempt to talk him out of ruining her life forever.

Varinn's first stop was the Nest – he had to find Agmundr again, fast. But all the dragons were on the ground, welcoming Agmundr home and sharing TrueSights with him. Pulling him out of that crowd in a hurry would be impossible. He made a quick change in plans, located his sister in the crowd, charged into the mass of huge dragons, and leaped over Thing One to get to her. Thing One ducked and made an irritated squawk.

"Astrid, I need a huge favor, right away," he burst out. "Get over to Spitelouse – I mean Spitelout's house. Mr. Thorston is headed that way. _Don't_ let the two of them get together!"

She was so startled, she didn't try to speak Forge or write in the dirt. She just pricked up her ear flaps and made a rising croon that obviously meant, "What the heck?"

"If he and Spitelout clasp hands, that means Fluffernut has to marry Snotlout," he explained urgently. "I've got a plan to keep that from happening, but you've _got_ to buy me a few minutes. _Please!_"

Night-fury-mother-of-twins thought for half a second, then bounded over Thing One (who ducked and squawked again) and took off toward the Jorgenson house at a full gallop. Varinn turned and kept on running. This time, he was headed for the forge. If Fluff's luck was really as bad as she thought, then this would have been the week that Gobber finally cleaned out the back room, and he wouldn't be able to find his special project in time.

He burst into the forge, surprising Gobber, who was looking for one of his hammer attachments. "Welcome back, me wanderin' apprentice," he exclaimed. "I don't suppose ye could –"

"Gobber, I'll talk later!" Varinn cried as he ducked into the back room and looked around. Yes! Nothing had been touched! He grabbed his project, still safely wrapped in rags, and ran out again. He'd invested so much of himself in this project, so many hours of work late at night, so much sweat! This was supposed to be the thing that would improve his life; he'd been sure of it. But now, something even more important had come up.

When he got to Spitelout's house, he found a strange scene. The door was open, and Spitelout was trying to get out. Mr. Thorston was there, trying to get in, along with half a dozen Viking men who were probably there as witnesses to the completion of the contract. They couldn't get to each other, though, because a long black dragon had lay down in front of the doorway and was refusing to move. Astrid wasn't acting angry or threatening; her expression suggested that she was puzzled why these humans wanted her to go somewhere else. None of the men were dragon-friends, and none of them realized that she could understand their frustrated shouts and threats perfectly. Fluff was making her painful way up from her house, but hadn't caught up to the confused cluster of people near the door.

"Mr. Thorston, wait!" Varinn gasped, puffing from all the running he'd just done. "Don't seal that contract!"

"Why shouldn't I, young man?" Mr. Thorston demanded.

"I've got a sword," Varinn answered, and pulled the sword in its scabbard from the rags he'd wrapped them in.

Mr. Thorston stepped back, startled. "Are you threatening me with that weapon, boy?" he demanded nervously.

"No, sir," Varinn said, and took a deep breath. "I'm offering it to you as a bride-price for Fluffernut."

The older man took the sword hesitantly. "It had better be good," he muttered, and slowly drew it. The further it came out of the scabbard, the wider his eyes became, and Spitelout's eyes as well. Agnarr had coached Varinn in how to coat this blade with a silver-colored mineral he'd acquired from Trader Johann. "Chrome," he'd called it, and he'd promised that this coating would make iron shine brighter than a metal mirror. Varinn had polished it endlessly until he could see his own reflection in the blade. Now, he might be looking at his own destiny in that blade as well.

Mr. Thorston hefted the sword and swung it back and forth. Its balance was acceptable, and he couldn't find any fault in the workmanship. He tested the edge against the hairs on the back of his hand. It was quite sharp. He looked at his face in the blade again. At last, he slapped it back into the scabbard. "The young man has outbid you, Spitelout. Do you want to increase your offer?"

Varinn held his breath. If they started a bidding war over Fluffernut's hand, he would lose. This blade was the only thing of value he owned. His family wasn't rich; his parents couldn't compete against the chief's brother financially, even if they wanted to, and they didn't even know their son was in the process of choosing a bride without their advice or permission. He glanced over at Fluff, who was standing motionless and wide-eyed as two men and a boy negotiated her future. Some girls might have been flattered at being the subject of a bidding war, but she was caught somewhere between amazement and horror.

Spitelout gazed for a moment at Fluff, who was standing there with her crutches. He waved his hand dismissively. "Forget it, Thorston. She's not worth it. My son can do better than a cripple for a wife." He turned and slammed the door.

Fluff and Varinn both let out the breaths they'd been holding.

"It looks like you've acquired a bride for yourself, young man," Mr. Thorston said to him. "Of course, this depends on your parents agreeing to the match and accepting her dowry. What do they think of this arrangement?"

"Uhh, maybe you should go talk to them about that," was all Varinn could think of to say.

"And I will," Thorston nodded, and set out at a brisk pace toward the Hofferson home, drawing the sword and swinging it back and forth as he went. The witnesses shrugged and went their separate ways, now that they saw there would be no contract here.

Varinn turned to the Night Fury. "Astrid, thank you. I seriously owe you one."

WE'RE EVEN. THIS IS THE FIRST  
>TIME IN 3 YEARS THAT YOU'VE<br>TREATED ME LIKE A BIG SISTER  
>INSTEAD OF A STRANGE LIZARD.<p>

BESIDES, I KNOW HOW IT  
>FEELS TO BE AFRAID OF<br>MARRYING SNOTLOUT.  
>I'M GLAD I COULD HELP.<p>

BY THE WAY,  
>CONGRATULATIONS.<br>YOU PICKED A GOOD ONE.

Varinn smiled nervously, then gave his sister's neck a heartfelt hug. "Thanks, Astrid," he whispered. She crooned and smiled a toothy smile. Once he let go, she turned and trotted back to the dragons' reunion in front of the Nest.

That left Varinn and Fluffernut.

"What have you done?" she asked weakly.

"I think I saved you from a fate worse than death," he answered nervously.

"But I thought..."

"Fluff, if we were living in one of those fairy tales we were raised on, this would be the part where I'd admit that I've always loved you, but I hid my feelings so I didn't upset you, but now I'd openly declare how I've always felt. You and I both know that those stories aren't true.

"I've never lied to you. The idea of marrying you was just about the furthest thing from my mind. I love you as a friend, and I love you as a sister, nothing more. All I want is the best for you. Marrying Snotlout would be the _worst_ thing for you, not the best! Maybe I'm not the best for you, either, but I had only a couple of seconds to come up with something. It was either him or me. If you're totally against the idea, we'll find an excuse to break it off. It sounds like the Jorgensons don't want you anymore, so you're safe from Snotlout, for now at least. When your leg is completely healed, that might change.

"So... what are you thinking?"

She twirled her ponytail with her finger for a few seconds.

"I know I have to marry somebody; that's just the way it is," she began. "There wasn't anybody in town who made my heart beat faster, and I knew my foster father wouldn't ask my opinion anyway, so my taste in boys wasn't an issue. I've been talking to Valka all week about marriage, and duty, and things like that. It was just a question of when, and who, and whether I could adjust to him. I know I could _never_ adjust to Snotlout.

"If I married a total stranger, it would be weird. With you... it's just going to be a different kind of weird. We like each other and respect each other; that's more than a lot of Vikings can say when they get married. Maybe you're not a fairy-tale prince, but you _did_ come to my rescue, and I appreciate that. The idea of you and me together is strange, but we've both been through bigger changes. I know I could do worse. If I break it off with you, I probably _will_ do worse.

"I'm sure I wasn't your first choice for a wife, and I'll never be a classic Viking bride. I appreciate your sacrifice for me. And, when you talk about wanting the best for me... according to Valka, that's what real love is all about."

Varinn blushed scarlet. "I didn't have anyone in mind for myself, either," he said. "I knew Dad would pick somebody for me someday, and I figured I'd work it out, like Vikings always do, even if it was Spamlout. But I wasn't thinking about me just now." He shook his head in disbelief at what had just happened. "I always hoped you'd wind up with some really nice guy from another island who was tall and strong and handsome and rich. I figured a guy like that could make you happy, and I really want to see you happy."

She took a hesitant step closer to him. "You got the first part and the last part right," she nodded. "I'm going to wind up with a really nice guy, and I think he can make me happy. It's going to be a big adjustment for both of us; it'll be strange, it'll be weird, it might not be what either of us really wanted. But Valka says it's _always_ an adjustment, no matter _who_ you marry. I'd definitely rather adjust to you than to Snotlout, and I can't think of anybody else I'd rather adjust to, either." She managed half a smile. "Yeah, you'll do."

He stuck his hands in his vest pockets and stared at the ground, completely embarrassed. "Thanks for making me feel special. And please don't talk about me making a sacrifice, as though it will be some great hardship to marry you. You're smart, you're pretty, you're a good cook, I couldn't care less about the dowry... The only sacrifice I made was giving up my sword. That was supposed to prove to Gobber that I can handle some high-quality work around the forge, instead of just the menial work. Now I'll have to wait until Trader Johann comes back, hope he has some more of that chrome, and start another sword."

"You gave your best for me," she nodded. "Some husbands never do that for their wives. You did it even before we were married. Are _you_ trying to make _me_ feel special?"

"If I was," he shrugged, "then it would be because you deserve it."

The air was suddenly shattered by a masculine bellow from the direction of the Hofferson home. "VARINN! Get in here _immediately!_"

"Coming, Dad!" he called back. "Fluff... are you sorry I did this?"

"No," she said. "Not even a little." He smiled nervously and ran off toward his home; he already knew what his father wanted. It was just a question of how much trouble he'd caused by defying every courtship tradition in the book.

Fluff began hobbling slowly back toward her house, feeling slightly dazed. She was barely halfway there when Spamlout, Hensteeth, and Scrubby caught up with her and bombarded her with a barrage of questions. "What happened to your leg?" "What was it like out there?" "Did you meet any interesting dragons?" "Is it true that you got engaged?" "I glad see you again. You scratch my chin?"

"I glad see you too, Scrubby," she began, and scratched under the young Nadder's chin with both hands. He was as tall as she was now, but he still loved her scratches, and everything else about her. She ignored the others until they were ready to burst. Finally, without taking her eyes off the blue dragon, she said, "It was amazing out there, I met some awesome dragons, I stepped in a dragon trap, and yes, I just got engaged."

Her matter-of-fact answers stopped them in their tracks. "You're engaged? Really engaged? You don't sound nervous about it," Henny noticed.

"I haven't seen my brother lately," Spamlout added. "What does _he_ think?"

Fluff shrugged carelessly. "Who _cares_ what he thinks? He's got nothing to do with it." She grinned at their confusion. "The only thing that matters is that, now that I'm engaged, you two are next!" Spamlout and Henny glanced at each other and suddenly looked like they might get sick.

She just smiled. Her life was still one surprise after another, but at least this one wasn't such a bad surprise. There would be no total stranger for her, and there would be no Snotlout. It might even work out for the best. For the first time in years, she could consider her future with something like... hope.
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Valka had seen all there was to see from above. There was no sense in stalling any longer. "Cloudjumper, we land."

They slowly spiraled downward toward the town. The ring of dragons beside them broke up and followed them down, still curious about the big Stormcutter who was visiting their village. Their formation looked like a huge corkscrew as they descended toward Berk. She wasn't sure where the best landing zone was, so she left the choice to her dragon. He seemed to know where he wanted to go; he was aiming for a clear spot on the outskirts of town, near a building that might be the forge.

As they got closer to the ground, she saw a Night Fury galloping across the town, followed by a big man who was having trouble keeping up. There wasn't any question who those two might be. A slowly growing crowd of Vikings was streaming out of their homes and shops, following their chief. It looked like she was going to have the entire town for a welcoming committee. That was the exact _opposite_ of what she wanted! She wondered if she should just orbit the town until the Vikings lost interest, and then land after the crowd broke up.

That was when Hiccup looked up at all the dragons and let out a warbling roar and a sharp snarl. Pu-lao and Bi-xi folded their wings and dove the rest of the way to the ground. There, the three of them had a quick conference and formed a living barrier to everyone who wanted to approach their landing area. The big man who led the way was allowed in; anyone else who tried to get past them got growled at, until he or she stepped back. Within moments, their landing zone was clear, except for one young man who left the forge at a dead run, carrying something wrapped in rags. It was probably Varinn, she realized. She had no idea what he was up to, but he wasn't obstructing her landing zone; she'd ask him about it later.

Valka sighed deeply. "Cloudjumper, land."

He opened all four wings for maximum braking power, and they settled to the ground as lightly as a falling leaf in the autumn. Now that she was at ground level, some of the buildings looked familiar again, although many had been rebuilt over the years, probably due to dragon attacks. She'd done everything in her power to stop those attacks, and failed, but her son had succeeded. Now her son was holding back the crowds as Stoick walked slowly, almost cautiously toward her. She slid down her dragon's side, and her feet touched Berk's soil again.

All the Vikings burst out in cheers and applause. She had come home.

Stoick took both her hands in his own, actually went to one knee in front of her for a moment, then rose again. "Welcome home" was all he said. He didn't dare try to say more; his eyes were watering and he was afraid his voice would break.

She looked around at the houses and the shops and the warehouses and the storage sheds. She glanced over the edge of the cliffs into the harbor, and saw the ships and the docks. She looked back at the growing crowd of Vikings who were staring at her.

She felt an overwhelming urge to jump back onto Cloudjumper and fly back to her safe, familiar nest as fast as he could carry her.

"Now that you're here," Stoick said, breaking her thought train, "what would you like to do?"

She didn't tell him what she was really thinking. She needed to stall for time until she could settle her nerves. "I guess I need a tour of the town, so I can see what's changed in the past eighteen years."

"A tour of the town, it is," he smiled, and offered her his arm. "You'll get the chief's tour! I'll show you everything! Uhh, Night Furies, could you move out of the way, please?"

Valka realized that, the moment the Night Furies obeyed the chief, the people of the town would flood in and surround her, blocking her progress and making her feel horribly uncomfortable. Hiccup seemed to sense her state of mind.

"Ride your dragon," he suggested.

Perfect! Cloudjumper heard Hiccup's comment and bent down so she could scramble onto his back. Up there, she felt safe. The Vikings did, indeed, flood towards her when the Night Furies moved aside, but they kept a respectful distance from that big, unfamiliar dragon. He turned his head around and smiled at her.

"You still need me," he said hopefully.

"Of course I still need you, you silly dragon!" she burst out, forgetting to speak Forge to him. Did he think she was done with him, now that she had her mate and her son back? She scratched behind his head frills, in that spot he could never quite reach; he quivered and purred in delight.

"Okay, my dragon lady," Stoick called from ground level. "We'll take our tour of the town, your way." He led the way, with Cloudjumper and Hiccup walking side-by-side behind him, and throngs of curious Vikings following them. The town had grown slightly, she noticed; there were more houses and a few more full-time tradesmen's shops than she remembered. The buildings themselves hadn't changed in size, only in style – the new ones were slightly more ornate and colorful in their dragon-shaped decorations than the older ones. She noticed that Stoick led them away from one house in particular. She'd have plenty of time to check out that house later, though. It was his. Theirs.

At last, they made their way up the stony steps to the Mead Hall. "Mom, you on your own here," Hiccup said. "Dragons usually wait outside when party happens. We too big."

"Party? Who said anything about a party?" she asked nervously.

Stoick smiled and held out his arms to her. "One of the perks of being chief is that you can call a celebration whenever you think the town needs one. Today, the chief's wife has come home, and we are _going_ to celebrate!" She didn't seem to have much choice in the matter. After a moment, she jumped off her dragon and her husband caught her easily. The dragons stepped aside as Stoick flung open the doors and led most of the population of Berk into the Hall, where the smell of baking chicken made Valka feel hungry in a way she hadn't felt in a _very_ long time. For a moment, she wasn't even nervous about being the center of attention at a party.

Stoick led her to the head table, where he'd sat with various friends for the past eighteen years. Tonight, it was set with only two places on one side, and there wasn't even a bench on the other side. Once he'd helped her take her seat, he went back to the door. After a few seconds, accompanied by much talk and a few surprised gasps, he returned with Hiccup and Cloudjumper. He directed them with his hands to stand at the empty side of the head table. Then he stood up on his bench and waited until the room was silent.

"Vikings, this is a very emotional day for me. This is a day I never imagined might happen, but here we are, all of us. Eighteen years ago, I lost my wife; three years ago, I lost my son; and today, all three of us are at the same table again." A well-timed burst of applause and cheers made him pause; that gave him a chance to regain his composure. "You need to know that Valka is a little nervous after all these years away from people, and she doesn't want to be surrounded by huge crowds. I know you all want to greet her, but please do it one at a time, and keep it low-key.

"That's all I have for now. Does anyone have anything really important to say before we eat?"

"Yes!" came a reedy voice from the back. A thin old man with a four-horned helmet stood up. "It's time we settled an eighteen-year-old debt!"

Gobber turned to face him. "Mildew, this is _not_ the time or the place!" he hissed. Mildew ignored him as he strode up to the head table, shaking his staff so it rattled. He was spending the rest of his life cleaning up dragon droppings all over town, as his sentence for kidnapping the baby dragons, and his outlook on life had only gotten worse as a result. He was looking for a target for his resentment.

"Eighteen years ago, this woman stopped the late, lamented warrior Trollbasket from killing a Monstrous Nightmare. 'You'll only make things worse,' she said!" His tone had turned mocking. "Three minutes later, my house was set on fire by a Monstrous Nightmare. There was only one Monstrous Nightmare in that entire raid – the one whose life she spared! If she had done her duty as a Viking, my roof would not have burned." He banged his staff on the floor. "By Viking law, I demand that she repay the cost of replacing my roof, and I also demand an apology!"

People were murmuring all over the Hall. Stoick turned to Valka. "He's within his rights to make those demands. I can pay for his roof, but an apology from a chief's wife would not only humiliate you; it would also mean admitting that you were wrong about the dragons. That's probably what he really wants. Are you ready to do that?"

"I couldn't do that, Stoick," she said with a shake of her head. "We both know I was right; I was just ahead of my time."

Before Stoick could answer, Hiccup had turned and made some snarling noises. Hesitantly, Agnarr got up from his bench and approached the head table. "Sir," he said to Stoick, "Hiccup is asking me to translate for him, from dragon language straight into Norse. He says he has something to say about this matter. Will you let me speak for him?"

"I don't think a dragon has any jurisdiction in this case," Mildew scoffed.

"Dragons are definitely _involved_ in this case," Stoick said thoughtfully, "and Hiccup is the chief of the dragons. He has a right to speak. Agnarr, do you swear that you will repeat exactly what he says, without adding, removing, or changing a single word?"

"I do, sir." For the next five minutes, Hiccup spoke to Agnarr, who translated for the rest of the Vikings; then Mildew would give an answer that required no translation because Hiccup understood Norse perfectly.

"First off, Mildew, are you aware that Valka was considered legally dead after being gone for seven years? The chief could have remarried, if he'd wanted to, without breaking his marriage contract. You're pursuing a claim against someone who was considered to be dead."

"What difference does _that_ make, dragon? She's alive now!"

"The difference _that_ makes is that, when someone dies, their debts pass to their family. You've got no claim against her anymore." Hiccup turned to Stoick. "Her debts would fall on you, as her husband. Are you willing to let them fall on me, as her oldest son, instead?" The Night Fury winked at him. Stoick had never flinched away from duty and responsibility, but he realized that his son was up to something. He knew how Hiccup could think. He nodded.

"All righty then, Mildew; you say it's my mother's fault that your roof burned, so you're pursuing a claim against me as her oldest son. Do you remember the events of a year ago, a little something called the Berserker War?"

"Yes, I remember that, dragon. What does that have to do with anything?"

"I seem to recall the chief saying that the dragons saved the village, and he gave credit to me as one of the dragons' leaders. That means I saved your whole house, not just the roof. The way I see it, that makes us even."

"Well... I don't see it that way, dragon," Mildew stammered. "I still had to have a new roof put on my house while you were still a baby."

"Fine, human. We'll play it your way. I'll pay for a new roof to be put on your house. Don't worry about where the money will come from; I'll find some lost valuables on a wrecked ship somewhere, or something like that. And I'm willing to apologize on behalf of the Monstrous Nightmare who burned the first roof. Will that do the job?"

Mildew thought for a moment. "I guess so. But I don't need a new roof anymore; that got fixed eighteen years ago. I just want the money."

"Oh, but I can't do that," Hiccup said through Agnarr. "If I'm going to spend that much money, I have a right to be sure the job is done properly. I don't want to pay for some half-hearted workmen who did shoddy workmanship almost twenty years ago. So I'll remove the old roof from your house tonight, the way dragons do it –"

"No!" Mildew shouted. "Not that! Not again!"

"...and then I'll arrange for some workmen to replace it and do a good job," Hiccup finished.

"But all of the town's workmen are tied up on other projects!" Mildew protested. "It could take a _month_ before they start my roof! My house could be wide-open to the elements for weeks!"

"I guess that might be a problem, from your point of view," the Night Fury said through his interpreter. "But once we start this process, that's the only way we can finish it. Are you sure you want to go through with this?"

Mildew made a sour face as he thought it over. At last, he grudgingly muttered, "I withdraw my claim."

"We are witnesses!" exclaimed Gobber, who was waiting with bated breath for that admission.

"We are witnesses!" shouted several other nearby Vikings.

"Good!" bellowed Stoick. "My wife's name is cleared. Now, enough legalities – let's eat!" That brought unanimous agreement. The chief saw to it that Valka got the first platter of chicken. If her table manners weren't especially ladylike, no one complained. Table manners weren't a Viking specialty anyway. The cooks also brought out large platters of raw fish for the two dragons, so they could join in the feast. They did so, with gusto. Cloudjumper quickly cleared one platter and watched approvingly as a cook brought him another one.

"I think I could get used to living in a human village," he said to Hiccup. "But I have to ask you something. Your father wanted both of us at his table. I know you're his son, but why did he want me here? I'm not part of his family."

"You're special to his wife," Hiccup answered. "You're the one who took her away all those years ago, but you're also the one who brought her back. Seating you at the head table is his way of saying he forgives you for taking her. He won't come out and say it – he's too much of a Viking – but he wants to make you welcome because you're so important to her."

"Oh." Cloudjumper wasn't sure how he should respond to that. "Then I suppose I'll be a polite guest, and enjoy some more of these delicious fish he's provided for me." He proceeded to do so. His table manners fit in well with those of the Vikings around him; he might have been a neater eater than they were. Even if that wasn't the case, who was going to tell him?
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Throughout Valka's celebration meal, Vikings wandered up to the head table, one or two at a time, and congratulated her on coming home. The conversations were strained; most of the people didn't quite know what to say to her. One or two seemed to think she'd forgotten how to speak Norse in eighteen years; they tried talking to her in baby talk, and were quite embarrassed when she answered them normally. At least they respected the chief's request to not mob her. She appreciated that.

After the first course was finished, Stoick stood up for attention. "While we're all gathered here, I think Spitelout has an important announcement to make." To his astonishment, Spitelout scowled and shook his head.

"I thought the marriage contract was all set, and you were going to clasp hands on it today. No contract?" Again, Spitelout shook his head.

Stoick turned to Mr. Thorston. "No special announcement about your foster daughter?"

"Yes, I do have an announcement to make," Thorston said as he stood, and as Fluffernut tried to dive under the table.

"Wait a minute," Stoick interrupted. "The father of the groom doesn't have an announcement, but the father of the bride does? Would somebody explain what's going on here?"

"I'll explain," Gunnarr Hofferson said as he stood. "There has been a slight change in the arrangements. Thorston's foster-daughter Fluffernut is _not_ engaged to Spitelout's son Snotlout, the way they'd planned. I'm pleased to announce, after some rather _unconventional_ negotiations, that she is officially engaged to _my_ son, Varinn, instead." Scattered applause and cheers broke out all over the Hall, with Valka by far the most enthusiastic. Ruffnut and Tuffnut were baffled and speechless; Snotlout was just speechless. Varinn tried to dive under his own table.

"Thank you for explaining that, Gunnarr, and congratulations, Fluffernut and Varinn, wherever you went," the chief said, "but I still don't understand what happened. If you don't mind my asking, what caused the change in the arrangements?"

"Apparently, my son wanted the girl more than the Jorgensons did," Gunnarr replied. "I've always thought the two of them would make a fine couple. My boy made a pretty good bride-price offer – without consulting his father, I might add – and Spitelout let himself be outbid."

"Thorston didn't deal honestly with me!" Spitelout protested. "He never told me the girl was defective in her legs! My son deserves better than that – he's our future chief!"

A few people murmured at that. Not everyone was enthusiastic at the thought of Snotlout as their chief. They knew Snotlout all too well.

"You know, I've been thinking about that," Valka said with a hint of a grin. "It's a fact that my husband is going to have to let someone else take his place some day. Everyone assumes that my nephew, Snotlout, is the heir apparent, but –"

"Of course he is!" Spitelout exclaimed. "He's the chief's closest male relative. No one else is qualified."

"That's what I'm wondering about," Valka went on. "Gothi, what are the requirements for a Viking to become the chief?"

Gothi took the small piece of slate she carried with her, in case she had to "speak" when there was no dirt or sand to write in, and began scratching at it. Gobber watched over her shoulder and translated her drawings. "She says th' chief is usually the first son o' the previous chief, but anyone can challenge 'im fer the job if he's perceived to be unfit. He has to be battle-experienced, he needs to show that 'e can lead others in battle, he needs to be able to read an' write, an' he has to be a yellow pony with wings." Gothi whacked him with her staff. "Oh, I'm sorry – she said he has to be a male. We'll have none o' this progressive 'women in charge' nonsense that some o' the other tribes are tryin'."

"I see," Valka commented. "Is there anything in the laws that says he has to be a human?"

Gothi drew a few quick signs on the slate. "She says it isn't actually in the laws, but it's assumed, seeing how he has to be a member o' the village, an' villagers are all human."

Stoick nodded, with a growing smile. He'd grasped where Valka was going with this, and wished he'd thought of it. "So it wouldn't be against the rules for a dragon to become the chief, if he met all the other requirements?" Everyone saw the implications immediately. Hiccup was stunned; all the Vikings were talking excitedly or angrily or confusedly to each other, weighing the pros and cons; and Spitelout stormed up to the head table.

"Now wait a minute, Stoick! Our chief _has_ to be a Viking! Maybe your son meets all the other requirements, but he can't even _talk_ to us! How could he give us orders?"

"I can think of three ways," Valka answered for him. "He can write, he can speak his Forge language to someone else who knows it, or he can keep Agnarr nearby as the chief's official interpreter. Your son only has one way of communicating. I'd say Hiccup is better-qualified in that way as well."

"He can _write?_" Spitelout exclaimed. "How can _that_ qualify him for a place of authority over our whole tribe?"

"Perhaps ye'd better ask Gothi about that," Gobber interjected. Gothi, who communicated only by writing, brandished her staff as though she was ready to beat Spitelout over the head with it.

Spitelout was beside himself. "A Viking tribe _can't_ have a dragon as its chief! It's never been done! My son has got his hopes up!"

"Does he? Well, that changes things," Stoick nodded. "If your son thinks he's better qualified than the chief's only son, then he has the right to make a challenge. What would Snotlout prefer – a fight to the death, or just a ritual duel until the shedding of first blood?"

Spitelout stopped in mid-protest. He glanced at Hiccup. Night Furies weren't large, as dragons go, but they were a lot bigger than humans, and their reputation as fighters was unmatched. Hiccup flashed him a quick toothy smile.

After a few silent moments, Spitelout said, "We'll think this over," and returned to his seat.

"While you're thinking, let's have some more food," Stoick bellowed. That idea was a _lot_ more popular with the crowd. The cooks brought out more platters of chicken, potatoes, and dark bread.

"Mom, did you just arrange so I will be chief over whole village?" Hiccup asked, still looking stunned. "Humans _and_ dragons?"

"I wouldn't be the first ambitious mother who pulled some political strings for her son," she smiled, "but you'll still have to earn it, just like your father."

"I think I not do it _just_ like him," Hiccup decided. "I do it my way."

"You'd better," she admonished him, but her attempt to look stern failed.

Agnarr translated all that for Cloudjumper, who looked at Hiccup, impressed. "A dragon would be ruling over humans! My Alpha rules over just one human. Should I bow before you?" he asked. Hiccup wasn't sure if he was joking or not.

"Wait until I'm a king before you do that," he blurted out. "You don't show that kind of honor to someone who's just a chief."

"If you wind up in charge of a dragons' nest _and_ a humans' nest, then you'll be more than just a chief," Cloudjumper replied courteously. Then one of the cooks brought him a third platter of fish, and he knew it wasn't polite in human society to talk with his mouth full.

The rest of the evening passed without any more protests or challenges. People began wandering out of the Hall as soon as the food ran low. The two dragons conferred privately. "I didn't follow everything I saw and heard here," Cloudjumper commented, "but the three of you seemed to work well as a team when the others confronted you."

"That's what the humans call 'family'," Hiccup nodded, "and yes, we did seem to work well together. It's strange – Mom and Dad weren't the greatest team when it was just the two of them, and Dad and I never made any kind of of a team at all, but now that it's the three of us, somehow it works."

As Stoick and Valka slowly walked home afterward, hand in hand, she took a break from looking at all the buildings to glance up at him. "I can see that not much has changed here in eighteen years. A Viking still can't resist the urge to start an argument with somebody if he gets the chance."

"One thing _has_ changed, you have to admit," Stoick answered. "The dragons have become better at solving all those arguments than they used to be at starting them."

"True," she admitted. They came to their house, the house she hadn't seen since Cloudjumper had carried her out through a hole in the roof nearly two decades ago. Stoick opened the door for her and stepped aside to let her enter first. She stepped up to the threshold... and stopped.

"Stoick, you've got to be kidding!" she exclaimed. "The dust has to be an inch thick on your dresser! Is that a stack of _dirty clothes_ in the corner? They look like they've been there for _months!_ And how long has it been since you swept the floor in here?"

Stoick was speechless. He tried to come up with some kind of answer that wouldn't inflame the situation... until he realized that Valka was grinning. "I suppose some things really won't ever change," she chuckled, and then burst out laughing. He had to join her – he couldn't stop himself. They laughed together for nearly a minute. At last, he bent down, scooped her up in his arms, and carried her across the threshold.

"Welcome home," he sighed as he set her down, and closed the door behind them.

Cloudjumper lay down and curled up beside the door. Hiccup watched from a distance for a few seconds, then turned away. His mother and father had gotten something that very few people get in life – a second chance. They didn't need a Night Fury to be happy. Not tonight, anyway. He'd have his chance to get to know her better tomorrow, or maybe the day after.

Besides, Astrid and his children were waiting for him. It was amazing that he had found his mother again and gotten her home, but she wasn't necessary to make an amazing family.

He already had one of those.

_The End_

**o**

_A/N  
>In case you didn't notice, the title "First Contact" refers to quite a few incidents within the story:<em>

_1. the Berk nest and the Dragon Island nest's first contact with the Bewilderbeast's nest  
>2. the Night Furies' first contact with a Bewilderbeast<br>3. Hiccup's first contact with his mother  
>4. Valka's first verbal contact with Cloudjumper<br>5. Stoick's first contact with Valka in 18 years  
>6. Stoick's first contact with Skullcrusher<br>7. Valka's first contact with her village in nearly two decades_

_Most authors manage to tie their titles into their stories once, maybe twice if they're good. I did it seven times! Take that, Stephen King!_

_When I started writing this, I just wanted to tell the story of Hiccup-the-dragon meeting Valka; it would take about six chapters, and that was all. But then I realized that Cloudjumper had to be in the scene, and the dragons had ways for Valka to talk to him, so I had to write about that. Then I realized that there was no way Stoick would just sit at home once he found out his wife was still alive, so I had to write about that, and the story just kept growing until it was more than triple the size I'd first envisioned. I toyed with the idea of redoing the entire second movie in the LightningVerse, but that's not a project I'm ready to tackle. Yet. (Fear not – I have some interesting ideas.)_
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_A/N_

_Hiccup and the other Night Furies must join forces with the Alpha Bewilderbeast to fight off an attack on the freedom of all dragons everywhere. Warning: character deaths, in the same vein as the 2nd movie. The story is rated T for some adult themes; the language is all K, as usual._

_Welcome to the next expansion to the LightningVerse! This will be a rather short expansion, and the title pretty well tells you what the story is about, but I'll throw a few surprises at you before we're done._

**o**

The Night Fury community managed to make it through the next two years without any serious upheavals. That wasn't to say that nothing happened at all.

Night-fury-full-of-surprises had told her parents that she meant to fly with Toothless and Guana's son, Night-fury-young-teacher, as soon as she could. She meant it. It took a little effort on her part, though, because he wasn't willing at first. She tried to entice him into a mating flight three times, and he flew away and hid the first two times. His father had to take him aside and give him a rather strongly-worded talking-to, reminding him that Night Furies would still be on the endangered-species list if that list had existed in Viking times, and he had an obligation to his kind to make more Night Furies, no matter what his personal feelings might be. Young-teacher had no problem understanding concepts like duty and obligation. The next time Full-of-surprises began weaving through the sky toward him, he gave himself over to the aerial dance, and the results were inevitable.

Toothless and Guana sat on the rim of the crater that formed the main entrance to the Dragon Island nest, and watched the odd-shaped black ball tumble out of the clouds and separate into two Night Furies just before it hit the water. "Well, it's about time," Toothless said with satisfaction. "Now my family and Hiccup's family are joined. And we didn't have to resort to Toothcup to do it."

"It still seems wrong for us to be just sitting here, watching our son... you know... with his new mate," Guana fussed.

"If he was the son of a Viking chief, instead of a dragon Alpha, that event would be watched by half the human village," Toothless replied. "At least, that's what Hiccup tells me. Astrid once thanked me for helping her escape that fate by turning her into a dragon first. In any event, you've certainly noticed that dragons have no concept of privacy. You think that way because you used to be human, but neither our son nor our new daughter-in-law has any idea what the word means. Besides, they're totally oblivious to us anyway; they're completely focused on each other."

Guana recalled her own mating flights. "Well, I'm sure you're right about that part."

Another set of Night Furies had paired off that year, and like Young-teacher and Full-of-surprises, it almost didn't happen. Everyone knew that Night-fury-six-shooter, Hiccup's oldest daughter, was going to fly with Night-fury-faithful-brother, whom they all still thought of as Agmundr, as soon as he was physically able to try a mating flight. The problem wasn't a lack of desire on his part, but a lack of experience – he was still a brand-new Night Fury, and there was a lot about flying that he still didn't know. He was reluctant to try a maneuver that would result in him and the dragon he loved tumbling out of control from two miles up; he wasn't sure he would be able to pull out in time. He resisted her attempts to entice him into a mating flight because he thought it might be the death of him. She understood his reasons, but she thought he was exaggerating the risks, and she kept encouraging him.

They'd finally tried it anyway, and the results were nearly disastrous. The mating part went fine, but as he'd feared, he couldn't pull out of his uncontrolled tumble quickly enough. Six watched in horror as her new mate splashed into the sea. Night Furies can't take off from water; with nothing to push off against, they either drown or get eaten by sharks. After a moment, she exclaimed, "I'll get help!" She turned on a wingtip and sped back to Berk. Three minutes later (the longest three minutes of Agmundr's life), she returned with Astrid, Cloudjumper, and a Monstrous Nightmare, and the two big dragons teamed up to pluck a badly shaken Agmundr out of the ocean. They carried him half a mile up and let him go, so he could return to Berk on his own wings and salvage a little bit of Night Fury dignity.

Six caught up with him as they crossed the coast. "I'm so sorry," she burst out. "You were right after all. I should have believed you."

He shook the last of the water off himself. "I've got another year to practice before we'll try it again," he said resignedly. "I guess I'll take some remedial flying lessons from Uncle Toothless. Next year, I'll give you a _real_ mating flight."

"This _was_ real," she said softly. "You did what you had to do. We're a couple now." They glided home with wingtips touching.

Another pair of Night Furies also formed that year, but it wasn't the pair that everyone had anticipated. Astrid had seen signs that her oldest son, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, was pairing off with Night-fury-bi-xi, one of the Eastern dragons who had accepted a Night Fury transformation to escape a lifetime of being grounded. Bi-xi was, indeed, considering Bang as a partner, until Night-fury-pu-lao returned from his first stint as acting head of the mountain-lake nest. The experience had taught him a lot and changed him considerably; he was now nearly as mature as Bang, who was a year older. He made no secret of the fact that he liked Bi-xi. She found herself in a position that very few female Night Furies had ever been in: she had to choose from among multiple males. She finally chose her childhood friend. Bang took it hard, and spent a lot of time flying alone – he didn't even want his long-time human friend Agnarr around for a while. He finally returned to an even keel and wished the new couple the best. His attention was now fixed on Night-fury-first-girl, Toothless and Guana's daughter. She was still far too young to consider mating, but her parents approved of the match and encouraged her, in subtle and not-so-subtle ways, to think of Bang as a wonderful dragon. Chi-wen, the third Eastern dragon, was keeping his eye on Thing Two, Hiccup and Astrid's youngest, for similar reasons. Thing One, the tomboy of the pair, had no envy issues with this. She was more interested in wild aerial maneuvers and firebolt practice anyway.

Another couple formed that year, but they weren't dragons. Varinn and Fluffernut finally got married, as they'd reluctantly arranged. Their wedding night was every bit as awkward as they'd feared; they liked each other and cared about each other as friends, but not in a man-to-woman way. Still, they understood their duty to their tribe, and they managed to do what they had to do. It soon became apparent that they'd done a good job of it, too. Varinn's parents followed the pregnancy with great interest, but the one who was most curious about her condition was Scrubby.

To dragons, the idea of a live birth was an alien concept. When he noticed the slight bulge in her tummy, and Fluff explained to him in Forge that she was carrying a tiny human inside her, Scrubby wondered, "You lay big egg?"

"Humans not lay eggs," Fluff explained. "Baby come out in nine months. Is five months away now."

"I watch?" the blue Nadder asked eagerly.

"I don't think so!" Fluff blurted out. Then she said in Forge, "Is private human thing. No one watch." Scrubby seemed disappointed; he, too, had no sense of privacy. He rarely missed a chance to lay his head against Fluff's belly to feel the baby move.

Scrubby was changing as well. He had nearly reached his adult size, which meant he was big enough for a human to ride. He decided that Fluff would be his first rider. This disappointed Varinn, but didn't surprise him; Scrubby had been attached to Fluff ever since he was a lost hatchling in a cave and she'd helped save his life. As for Fluff, the idea of sitting astride his neck like the other dragon-riders was a non-starter, not with her belly beginning to show. She knelt on his back instead. Varinn watched from the ground as his wife and his dragon-friend hesitantly took their first flight together.

A few yards away, Scrubby's mother, Nadder-blue-flies-in-the-storm, also watched. She had never taken a rider; Varinn was the only human in the village she trusted. She understood that her son liked Fluff, but would have preferred that he fly with Varinn the first time. At least, that was the impression he got from their limited interactions; her knowledge of Forge was rudimentary and he wasn't completely sure he understood her.

Suddenly Varinn turned to her. "I fly with you?" he asked in Forge. The big Nadder cocked her head to look at him; even with a dragon's limited range of facial expressions, he was pretty sure she was thinking, "Did I hear that right?" He asked her again, and added a hand gesture to make sure she got the message. After a few seconds, she bent down and allowed him to climb onto her neck. He'd ridden Night Furies a few times, but this was probably going to be –

_ZOOM!_ She sprang powerfully into the air. He fought the urge to cling to her horns; he figured she wouldn't like it. He was pretty sure what she meant to do, so he made no attempt to guide her, and he guessed right. She overtook her son in the air. It took some flapping; Varinn, like Scrubby, had reached his full adult height, and was beginning to bulk up and look like a typical Berk Viking, so he was a rather hefty burden for a dragon who had never flown with a rider before. When Nadder-blue had caught up with her son, they exchanged a few squawks that startled Fluff. She glanced over her shoulder and saw her new husband catching up with her in the sky.

"I wasn't expecting this," she called to him. "Are we the first husband-and-wife flying team ever?"

"I think Hiccup and Astrid won that honor," Varinn called back, "but we're probably the first _human_ husband-and-wife flying team."

"I can live with that," she smiled. They translated their conversation into Forge so their dragon friends could understand. Those dragons treated them to a thrilling half-hour-long flight before Scrubby decided it was time for a bite to eat. He returned his rider to terra firma before flapping out to sea; Varinn slid off Nadder-blue's neck and gave his wife a heartfelt hug as the dragon watched curiously.

"Is Nadder-blue going to be your dragon from now on?" Fluff asked him.

"She's always been very independent," he answered. "I don't think she wants a full-time human rider. But it's good to know I can fly with her now and then if I have to."

Hiccup and Astrid, who had watched the dragons fly while lounging in the Nest, came to the same conclusion. "She's slowly warming up to humans," Astrid thought out loud. "It sure took her a while."

"Leave it to a smith's apprentice to train the toughest dragons," Hiccup answered with a smile.

Berk's senior Night-Fury couple had not produced an egg this year, although they'd certainly tried. "Sometimes these things just don't happen," Toothless had said with a dragon shrug. "You'll probably be back to normal next year." When the great egg-laying flight arrived over Berk that winter, New-night-fury and Night-fury-mother-of-twins stayed behind, watching their daughters Six and Full-of-surprises flapping away with their mates. Hiccup decided to take Bang's place supporting the frozen nest for a week, and flew away with Agnarr. Astrid considered going with him, but decided to remain in Berk.

That turned out to be a good thing for Berk. It was a fairly mild winter; the ocean never did completely ice up. Several bands of pirates seized the opportunity to do some raiding in northern waters, and Berk's fishing fleet soon realized they were in danger. Stoick spoke to Astrid about it.

WE HAVE ABOUT THREE DOZEN YEARLINGS WHO  
>DID NOT MATE THIS YEAR, 3 ADULTS WHO COULD<br>NOT FIND A MATE, PLUS BANG AND CLOUDJUMPER.  
>I CAN MAKE AN ANTI-PIRATE FORCE OUT OF THEM.<p>

"Please do," the chief nodded. "We've lost two fishing boats already; if those pirates take many more, we won't have enough fish to eat."

THAT WOULD BE BAD. WE LIKE FISH TOO.

"Can I help?" Valka asked eagerly.

IT WOULD BE SAFER IF WE KEPT THIS A  
>DRAGONS-ONLY PROJECT. IT'S EASIER<br>TO DODGE A SPEAR WHEN YOU DON'T  
>HAVE A RIDER.<p>

"I'd like her to ride with me," Cloudjumper cut in. "She does not weigh much; she won't inconvenience me in the air. We do everything together. An extra pair of eyes in the sky can only help."

"I suppose you're right," Astrid said. She rounded up the dragons who hadn't flown away to lay eggs, divided them into four teams with at least one adult in each team, and taught them how to tell a pirate ship from a fishing boat. The yearlings had never lived in a world where Viking ships were fair game, so Astrid also had to teach them how to attack a longship safely and effectively. In a bizarre parody of the way Dragon Training used to be done on the island, Stoick provided an old, rotten fishing boat that could barely stay afloat, and the yearling who learned his lessons best got the privilege of flaming that target ship and setting it ablaze. (The prize went to one of Meatlug's daughters.) Then Astrid assigned patrol routes to the teams, split them up into day and night forces, and led one of the teams herself. She made sure Thing One and Thing Two were in her team as well – she didn't want them following their noses into trouble, which was something they were both gifted at. When Hiccup returned a week later, he joined Cloudjumper's team and left Astrid in charge. After all, she clearly had things under control.

Within a week and a half, most of the pirate ships had been wiped out, and the lone survivor had headed south, never to return. The fishing fleet could come and go in perfect safety again. Stoick thanked the dragons with an "all you can eat" day, which the growing, hungry yearlings accepted like a blessing fallen from the heavens. Berk had never seen such epic gluttony. By the time the other dragons returned with their new hatchlings (Six and Full-of-surprises had both produced little girl Night Furies, Guana had added another little boy to her nest, and Bi-xi's first egg had hatched into a boy), life on Berk had returned to normal, if you could ever call a tribe of Vikings sharing their village with dragons "normal."

The following year saw a handful of marriage contracts among the young Vikings of Berk. When Spitelout sat down with his daughter and began the conversation by saying, "Congratulations, you're engaged," Spamlout cringed. _He's betrothed me to Henny!_ she thought. Not that there was anything wrong with Hensteeth; he was a really nice guy. But as a husband… ewww! That would be almost as awkward as Fluff and Varinn together. Of course, those two had built a pretty good marriage based on respect, rather than passion, so maybe that couple wasn't the best example of what she was afraid of. In the end, it didn't matter; her father had found her (and her brother) a spouse from among the Bog-Burglar tribe. Snotlout's bride, a pretty girl named Sukiaqui, was their chief's second daughter and promised to be a fine wife, once he learned to put her in her place. Spamlout's future husband, Beanzinger, was the third son of a successful livestock merchant, a handsome boy who was overjoyed at the chance to live in a place where men were encouraged to be men. Spamlout had her own ideas about that, but those would have to wait until after the wedding ceremony.

The other teens on the island – Fishlegs, Ruffnut, Tuffnut, and Hensteeth – had also made engagements with Vikings from other tribes. With the two Ingerman boys, that was due to preference; their parents wanted to get into Stoick's good graces, so they arranged alliances with families on other islands, so those islands would consider Berk friendly territory. With the twins, it was due to necessity; everyone on Berk knew them too well, and had put them on the bottom of their lists of potential marriage partners. With them, it was "elsewhere or nowhere." Fishlegs and Hensteeth both found brides among the girls of the Peaceable Country, while Ruffnut and Tuffnut found their spouses among the Visithug tribe. There were going to be a bunch of weddings on Berk in the fall, which was the traditional time for Viking weddings.

In the meantime, Varinn and Fluff had welcomed little Dagnut into the world. When Gothi (in her role as midwife) chased everyone out of the house except the mother-to-be, a small gathering remained outside the front door – the nervous father-to-be, his parents, and a very concerned blue dragon. Fluff's cries from inside upset Scrubby badly; Varinn tried to explain that everything was normal, but he wasn't very convincing, mostly because those cries upset him, too. At last, they heard a different kind of cry, and all of them except the dragon rushed into the house to greet the new arrival. They'd agreed in advance to name it after one of Fluff's deceased parents; it was just a question of boy or girl, and they got a boy. Varinn held him nervously for a minute, then passed him off to his mother while he sat next to Fluff on the bed, stroked her hair, and told her she'd done good work. She laid her head on his shoulder and sighed happily.

Once the baby's grandparents had spent some time with him, Varinn took him outside to meet the dragon... and discovered _two_ dragons. Scrubby could barely contain his curiosity, and Astrid wanted to greet her first nephew. Varinn made the introductions and let the dragons sniff him until their curiosity was sated.

"When he walk?" Scrubby wanted to know.

"Maybe in year," Varinn replied.

"When he talk?" Dragon babies could do both from the moment they hatched.

"After he walk."

"He not good for much," Scrubby decided. Astrid had a quick conversation with him in dragon language; Varinn assumed that she was explaining what human babies were like. Personally, he couldn't care less if his new son could walk or talk yet. He was in love with this baby, and he knew it. He sensed that this tiny person would help bond him closer to his wife as well.

Scrubby considered these strange facts for a few seconds. Then his face brightened. "I bring him fish?"

Varinn shook his head with a smile. "He not eat fish yet. Fluffernut feed him in special way."

That left the dragon even more confused. He made one last attempt to contribute something. "I bring fish for Fluffernut?"

"Yes, that is good," Varinn smiled. The Nadder was so eager to help! He took off toward the sea, and returned about 40 minutes later, carrying a four-foot-long tuna with his back claws.

"Oh, my," Edda remarked when she saw it. "It would take weeks for Fluff to eat all that, even if it didn't spoil first."

"Then we'll all eat it together," Varinn decided. "We'll make a birthday celebration out of this." Edda had planned to do the cooking for her son and his family for the next few days anyway; now she had some interesting raw material to work with. She sliced up the fish and pan-fried some of it for the humans, and just deboned the rest for the dragons. The humans and dragons sat in a circle outside Varinn's house; Varinn alternated between taking bites of his tuna and tossing chunks of fish down a waiting dragon's hungry gullet. Those dragons' numbers had swollen to four before they were done – Six's little daughter and Bi-xi's son decided they liked the smell of tuna and invited themselves to the party. No one had the heart to refuse a cute little baby Night Fury, and there was plenty of fish to go around, so there were no complaints.

Varinn and Scrubby didn't realize it, but they'd started a brand-new tradition. From that day forward, whenever a Viking woman who was friends with a dragon had a baby, her dragon friend would bring back a large fish to share with the family. The Night Furies fully approved; it was just one more way to bond the two species together, and that could only be a good thing.

Fluff's leg had never completely healed after stepping in the dragon trap; she would walk with a limp until the day she died; but that didn't stop her from being a loving, devoted mother. Varinn worked hard to provide for his family, and to protect them as well. One day, just outside the Mead Hall, Tuffnut made one last attempt to ridicule his distant cousin without realizing that her husband was listening. Varinn was strong from years of smithwork, he loved his wife, and he'd run out of patience with Tuff's insults. There was a brief but decisive confrontation between the two, which Tuff lost dramatically (he also lost two of the horns off his helmet, and he nearly lost a tooth). From that day forward, both of the twins left Fluffernut strictly alone.

Fluff and Varinn weren't the only human dragon-friends in Berk. The dragons' staunchest ally was still Valka. She had nervously reestablished her marriage to Stoick, and they were certainly getting along well enough, but her heart was with the dragons. Her relationship with Hiccup was even closer than her relationship with her husband, and she also formed a close bond with Astrid, her dragon daughter-in-law. After she'd been in Berk for a few months, she had a special backpack made for herself; it was made of leather and was waterproof on the inside. She used it to carry fish around, in case she bumped into a dragon who was hungry. Young dragons are always hungry. The new hatchlings followed her around wherever she went, clowning and doing tricks to get her attention so she'd toss them a fish. She always saved a few good fish for her grandchildren and great-grandchildren, the little Night Furies.

In that second year, the Night Fury population continued to grow. Five mated pairs flew away to the egg-laying island this time – Hiccup and Astrid, Toothless and Guana, Agmundr and Six, Young-teacher and Full-of-surprises, and Pu-lao and Bi-xi. The only real question was, "Will Astrid make twins again this year?" All the dragons hoped she would, and they were all disappointed... until the moment when Full-of-surprises astonished them all by laying a second egg.

"You'll do _anything_ to be the center of attention, won't you?" her mate asked with half a smile.

"Yup, you're definitely your mother's daughter," Hiccup said with an admiring glance at her eggs. "Maybe your sisters will eventually lay twins, too."

Full-of-surprises was as dumbfounded as all the others at this development. "What is everyone going to call me now? Night-fury-_other_-mother-of-twins?"

"Stick with 'Full-of-surprises'," Astrid suggested. "It still fits you. Now more than ever."

Guana had a question. "Mother-of-twins, does it make you feel strange, you and your daughter having babies at the same time?"

"If I was human, it would be weird beyond words," Astrid nodded, "but as a dragon, I guess it's normal. I suppose I've been a dragon long enough that it doesn't bother me. In three or four years, though, when my children's children start having children with us... _that's_ going to be weird!"

Six brand-new Night Furies flew home with the adults that year – Astrid and Guana laid boys, Six and Bi-xi brought home little girls, and Full-of-surprises produced one of each. Their total population was up to 25. Toothless watched the six little hatchlings playing among the sea-stacks off the coast of Berk, and fought back a tear.

"I can remember so many years when I was the only one here," he sniffed. "I thought I was the last of my kind. Now, look at us!"

"It's all your fault, you know," Guana reminded him gently.

"I'll take the blame," he nodded. "But when I transformed Hiccup and Astrid, I had no idea what I was starting!"

"Would you have changed your mind if you'd known?" Astrid called from just above him.

"Never!" he burst out. The other Night Fury parents had to laugh.

That was the state of things when Valka and Cloudjumper left Berk for their week with the Alpha Bewilderbeast's nest. Stoick was always reluctant to say goodbye to his wife for a week, and Hiccup always missed his mother while she was away. But a deal was a deal, and Valka really did miss her dragon friends in the frozen nest. The rotation of dragons and human helpers had been going uneventfully for two years now. When the chief's wife and her big dragon companion returned in a week, it would be Bang and Agnarr's turn.

It was pretty soft work. The dragon trappers had disappeared from off their island without a trace a few months ago; apparently a ship from some other source had taken them away during the night. That was the end of the new dragon traps. There were still plenty left over, but as the dragon/human pairs found them and disarmed them, the land surrounding the Bewilderbeast's nest became progressively safer. No one was ready to say the traps were all gone, but three months had come and gone without a single emergency. The visitors from Berk spent all their time teaching Forge to any dragon who wanted to learn it, which eventually included nearly every dragon in the nest. Most of them just wanted to be conversational with Valka and the other humans, but a handful wanted to learn every word, just because it gave them something new to do. The teachers polished their teaching skills through much practice; some dragons, like the Alpha himself, challenged them by wanting to constantly learn more, while others, like the Gronckles and Hotburples, challenged them by being reluctant to stay awake through an entire lesson.

Hiccup watched the big Stormcutter flapping away into the distance until he could no longer see him. Then he turned back to his own nest and his own growing family. The current exchange team of Varinn, Fluffernut, Agmundr, and Scrubby (who refused to be parted from Fluff, now that they could fly together) would return from the frozen nest in about three days. They'd have a quick meeting with him and Astrid to describe anything unusual that had happened while they were away. Hiccup didn't expect anything unusual, except maybe that Varinn's little son had grown a new tooth or something like that. The human baby was always the center of attention when it was his parents' turn to mind the frozen nest – the dragons were fascinated by everything about him. "Dagnut might be the best goodwill ambassador Berk ever had," Varinn had told Stoick last month, and it was true. The dragons in the Alpha's nest still mistrusted most humans, but even they couldn't resist the charms of a ten-month-old baby.

Three days later, the dragons announced that someone was approaching from the east. But it wasn't Varinn and his family. It was Valka and Cloudjumper, and they were flying fast. Hiccup, Astrid, Agmundr, and Six flew out to meet them.

"We need a quick meeting, and then we need every dragon in the air," Valka exclaimed. "Something terrible is happening out there."


	105. Dragons Against Drago, Chapter 2

**Dragons Against Drago** Chapter 2

Valka stood in the middle of a circle of dragons. The adult and near-adult Night Furies surrounded her, along with Cloudjumper, representatives of the other dragon types, and Agnarr. She had asked for an emergency meeting on short notice, and when she'd told Hiccup what she'd seen, he had agreed immediately.

"When we got to the frozen nest, we found it under siege," she began; Hiccup translated for the dragons. "There were at least a dozen big warships anchored offshore, including one that's so big, I don't see how it can move. A small army of men has camped on the shore near the nest entrance. They've set up catapults, net-throwers, some other weapons, and some big mechanical things that might be dragon traps. They also have about forty dragons who are wearing iron masks and are doing whatever the humans say. When we tried to get into the nest, they opened fire on us! Cloudjumper had to take some pretty wild evasive action to avoid getting hit. Maybe a Night Fury could zip through that gantlet, but a Stormcutter is just too big a target.

"We gained some height, talked it over, and decided we should come back here and let you know what's going on. If we can't get in, that means the dragons in the nest can't get out, and they must be getting hungry."

"I'm surprised the Alpha hasn't done something about that yet," Astrid wondered. "That's one dragon I would _not_ want to get mad at me!" Agnarr translated the dragons' words into Norse for Valka.

"He tends to not rush into situations," Valka explained. "He may be waiting until he has a good picture of what he's up against, and that could be hard if no one can get in or out."

"Faithful-brother is there," Full-of-surprises noted. "A Night Fury should be able to get in and out in the darkness without being seen."

"Maybe the Alpha won't let him run the risk of trying it all alone," Bang suggested.

"The first thing we need to do is get the facts," Hiccup decided. "Astrid and Bang will fly with me tonight. We'll slip into the frozen nest at night, when the humans can't see us. We'll talk to the Alpha and our people, do a recon of the entire area, find out what's going on, and fly back here before four days have passed. Then we'll decide what we need to do. Six, I'm leaving you in charge of our nest until we get back."

"What if you don't come back in four days?" Six asked nervously.

Hiccup thought for a moment. "If we aren't back in a week, then get Toothless and Guana, and any other dragons from their nest who are willing to fly with you, along with all of our dragons. Arrive over the frozen nest at night and do as much damage as you can to the human army without risking yourselves. I'm sure the Alpha will handle the rest."

"Speaking of Toothless," Astrid added, "somebody needs to tell him what's going on out there."

"We'll tell him," Cloudjumper said. "I haven't been back to that nest in twenty years. There are some dragons I'd like to see again."

"Okay, you and Valka bring news to Toothless," Hiccup said in Forge so they could both understand him. "We three will fly tonight!"

"Can I come along?" Agnarr asked in dragon speech. "A pair of human eyes might help you understand what you're seeing."

"You and Varinn are our best links between the dragons and the humans," Hiccup replied with a shake of the head. "I know you want to see your brother again, but until we get Varinn back to Berk, you need to stay here in case any dragon/human problems come up. That's more important than anything you might be able to see in the dark, and don't forget – I know a thing or two about war machines, too."

"I did forget – sorry," Agnarr admitted. "I know you were human once, but you're just… such a dragon!"

"I'll take that as a compliment," Hiccup grinned. "Okay, everybody hang loose until we get some solid information. If we need to launch a rescue mission, we'll do it when we know what we're up against. For now, everybody stay normal. If we get stressed out, it stresses the humans around us, and that's when bad things happen."

"How can we act normal when one of our Night Furies might be in danger?" a Nadder asked apprehensively.

"The best ways for us to act normal are to eat something and to take a nap," Astrid answered. "Maybe both. But not both at once!"

"A nap sounds good," one of the Gronckles noted with satisfaction. "We can do that." The dragons wandered away and the meeting ended. Most of them took Astrid's advice. But a cloud of nervousness still pervaded Berk; it didn't begin to fade until the three Night Furies took wing that night. Now that someone was actually _doing_ something about the problem, the dragons began to relax.

The Night Furies flew high and fast, pausing only to take a quick nap and grab a bite to eat. They didn't say much; they had no hard facts to discuss, and speculation seemed like a waste of time. They set a new speed record for getting from Berk to the Alpha's nest, but they wasted no time congratulating each other. For the first time in years, dragons were in danger at the hands of men. They circled the area around the nest, taking in everything with their superb night vision.

It was exactly as Valka had described it – the nest was under siege. It looked like about three hundred men were involved, along with around forty dragons, mostly Rumblehorns. They were encamped near the nest's entrance, with their ships anchored just offshore. Two of the dragons were circling the camp, apparently keeping watch, but they never saw or heard the Night Furies overhead.

"Okay, it will be best if they never even knew we were here," Hiccup told his mate and son softly. "We all know the way into that nest. We'll peel off in a row, dive as fast as we can without making noise with our wings, and not slow down until we're into the entry cave. The humans will never see us, and if we're lucky, the dragons won't know, either. Any questions?"

"Why would dragons serve a human army that's attacking other dragons?" Bang asked.

"That's a good question," Astrid replied.

"That's a bad answer," Hiccup retorted. "We don't know, and I can't see any benefit in guessing when our answers are waiting for us inside the nest. We'll wait a couple more seconds, until those orbiting dragons aren't so close to the entrance... ready... let's go!" They half-folded their wings, to keep themselves from whistling as they dove, and plunged almost straight down.

One of the hostile dragons might have heard them as they dove, but if he did, he was far too slow to do anything about it. They ducked inside the entrance tunnel, slowed down so they could avoid slamming into the cave walls, and followed the winding tunnel until it opened out into the main cavern of the Alpha's nest. They glided just below the ceiling, trying to see any familiar faces. There wasn't much to see, as one might expect from a cave at night, but Night Fury eyes can pick up traces of heat as well as light. Locating the Bewilderbeast was easy – no other heat source could possibly be that large. After looking around for a few seconds, Hiccup identified the place where their exchange team was sleeping. The forms of two young-adult humans and a small baby were impossible to miss among the shapes of hundreds of dragons.

"Should we wake somebody up and tell them we're here?" Bang asked quietly.

"I'm sure they already know we're here," Astrid whispered back. "They're under siege, so they must have guards posted near the entrance. In fact, let's take evasive action, just in case."

They had barely doubled back on their trail when a blast of fire lit up the darkened nest from just behind them, ruining their sensitive night vision. "Land immediately, intruders!" came a high voice.

"Do what he says," Hiccup said out loud as he spiraled downward.

"Why? His night vision must be ruined, too," Bang countered.

"He has no night vision," Hiccup answered. "Don't you recognize his voice? That's Hobblegrunt-likes-to-be-purple. He's completely blind, thanks to the dragon trappers; he's tracking us by sound and air vibrations, which gives him the advantage in the dark. We'll be peaceful and land. Once they know it's us, they'll be more friendly." They descended to ground level and landed on the flat rocks that served as the meeting place for those who wanted to talk to the Bewilderbeast. That enormous creature stirred at the sound of dragons landing just in front of him.

"I captured these intruders, Great One," the Hobblegrunt exclaimed proudly.

"He's quite vigilant, Great One; he makes a fine guard," Hiccup agreed. "But we're here on a peace mission."

Bewilderbeasts did not have the keenest eyesight in the dragon realm, but this one quickly recognized Hiccup's voice. "The Night Fury Alpha? You are welcome in my nest, as always, but what brings you here at this unfortunate hour?"

"We came in darkness to avoid the siege troops outside your nest, Great One," Astrid answered. "Valka, your human, told us about the humans and their dragons outside, and we came to find out what's happening here, and how we can help."

"We do seem to be under siege," the Alpha intoned. "We aren't starving; I can slip out through my underwater exit at will and bring back plenty of fish for my dragons. But it's hard on them, being imprisoned in this cave. Dragons live for the freedom of the skies; even a lair as big as this one can feel like a cage if they can't get out. The problem is that the humans have their weapons aimed at the cave exit, so if we tried to fly out, they'd pick us off one by one. If we could just get out safely, our sheer numbers would overwhelm them."

"We may be able to help, then," Hiccup decided. "How would you feel about a surprise attack by nine or ten Night Furies, possibly with more dragons in support, in four days? We can damage some of their weapons, force the rest to defend themselves, and create the mother of all distractions. That could be your dragons' cue to escape the cave and join us in battle."

"When you suggested an alliance between our nests, I had no idea you meant it so literally," the Alpha nodded. "I thank you in advance, as do all my dragons. We will await the sounds of battle, and then we will see who has the more powerful fighting force – them, or us."

"Before we go, we'd like to speak to our exchange team, Great One," Astrid said. "The humans, in particular, need to find a way to avoid getting caught in the middle of all this."

"They are welcome to stay in my nest for as long as they wish," the Bewilderbeast replied. "I think this might be the safest place for them if they cannot return to your nest with you." The Night Furies thanked him and quickly found the exchange team from Berk.

"We don't seem to be in any danger, for now," Varinn told them. "But we want to get our baby out of here if this place is going to become a war zone." Fluff nodded firmly.

"We do what we can," Hiccup promised them. "Be ready to leave sometime tonight. That means ready! Maybe not have much time to prepare."

"We're ready now," Fluff answered. "Say the word, and tell us what we have to do."

Hiccup nodded, then turned to the dragon half of the exchange team. "Will you stay or go?"

Scrubby didn't have to think that over. "I'll go where my humans go."

Agmundr had to think for a second. "I should probably go with you. One Night Fury can only do so much by himself, but a whole formation of Night Furies can multiply our damage several times over."

"That, and you want to stay close to Night-fury-six-shooter," Astrid smiled.

"Yes, that too," Agmundr admitted.

"Okay, we'll tell the Alpha that he's losing his exchange team until the hostilities are over." They all flapped or walked back to the flat rock in front of the Bewilderbeast's chosen resting place and told him about Berk's citizens' decision.

"I cannot fault my language helpers for wanting to get away from a fierce battle," the huge dragon nodded. "I am more concerned about how you plan to escape. The turncoat dragons outside surely saw you, even if they didn't catch up to you, and they'll be doubly vigilant at the nest exit, watching for you."

"Does this nest have only one exit?" Bang wondered.

"It has two, but one is under water, and only I and other sea dragons can use it," the King answered. Then he looked thoughtful. "Perhaps, if you took a deep breath and held onto my spines, I could swim out quickly, and you could rise to the surface where our enemies are not watching, and fly away safely."

"The only problem with that, Great One, is that Night Furies can't take off from the surface of the water." Bang had heard first-hand from Agmundr how badly that worked. "We need something solid to push against. Your plan would work only if you rose to the surface so we could fly off your back."

"Indeed." The Bewilderbeast considered that for a moment. "If I did that, the human weapons might be able to aim at me before you could take off and I could dive again. I am not a small target." He thought some more. "But you have given so much to my nest, and you're preparing to give even more... I'll risk it. How long can you hold your breath?"

"At least a minute and a half, if we aren't exerting ourselves," Astrid replied.

"That will do, just barely," the huge dragon said. "Climb onto my back, hold on tightly, and be ready to take off the moment I break the surface."

"There is another concern, Great One," Hiccup interjected. "Our humans want to get out of here as well, and they cannot hold their breath for a minute and a half."

"Hmm," the Alpha said out loud. His "hmm" resonated through the nest. "There is one way. It would be unpleasant for them, and it would increase the risk I would run, but I am willing to try it if they are also willing. They could ride inside my mouth until I break the surface."

Hiccup translated that into Forge for Varinn and Fluff. "_WHAT__?!_" she burst out.

"I _know_ I didn't hear _that_ right," Varinn marveled.

"It will work," Hiccup explained. "It be very dark and smell like fish, but you have plenty of air until he open his mouth and we take you home."

"If you do it, I do it too," Scrubby cut in.

"No, my small blue friend," the Alpha smiled. "You would be too spiky a mouthful for me. This offer is for the humans only."

Fluff gazed at her husband nervously. "Isn't there any other way out of here?"

"It doesn't look that way," he said reluctantly. He looked up at the huge white dragon and said, "If that is best way home, I guess we take it."
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The plan worked, more or less. The Alpha told the Night Furies and Scrubby, "I will send you a mental signal when I'm about to break the surface. That will be your warning to prepare for a quick take-off. I'll want to submerge again as quickly as I can." Varinn and Fluffernut very nervously climbed inside the Bewilderbeast's open mouth with little Dagnut, the five outbound dragons each gripped a thick spine with their claws, the Alpha closed his mouth, and they all took a deep breath just before he dove.

Hanging onto those spines was hard. The Bewilderbeast went a lot faster underwater than they expected, and the force of the water flowing past them nearly tore them away from their perches. Holding their breath was almost easy by comparison. After what seemed like far too long, the dragons felt a tingling in their minds, much like the go-out signal that Hiccup and Astrid remembered from their days serving the Mother in the Dragon Island nest, but less irritating. A few seconds later, the Bewilderbeast broke the surface.

"Faithful-brother! Scrubby! Get your humans, fast!" Hiccup ordered. Those two dragons swooped toward the Alpha's open mouth. Scrubby got there first and caught Fluff and Dagnut away. Agmundr was right behind him, and grabbed Varinn as gently as he could at the high speed he was moving. Hastily-aimed catapult stones and ballista spears began falling around them as they gained height; some of them hit the Bewilderbeast, and while they weren't damaging hits, they had to hurt. "Thank you, Great One!" Hiccup shouted as they watched him dive with a great splash; then he had to dodge a ballista spear that came too close for comfort.

Before they went very far, they had to sort out their passengers, who were dangling from their dragons' claws – they could never fly all the way home that way! Hiccup flew just under Varinn so the human could stand on his back. Agmundr released him, then flew just under Hiccup so Varinn could climb down onto Agmundr's back. Astrid repeated the maneuver with Fluff and Scrubby. Once the humans were seated comfortably on their dragons' backs, they all joined formation so they could talk.

"We're probably the first humans ever to enter a dragon's mouth and get out again," Varinn began. "And I really hope we're the last! That wasn't an experience I ever want to repeat, even though it may have saved our lives."

"We all seem to be okay," Fluff commented. "Thank you for the rescue."

"Anyone know why humans attack dragons?" Bang asked.

"Agmundr and I did some sneaking around, without the Alpha's knowledge," Varinn admitted. "Most of the time, we couldn't get out of the nest without being noticed, but we did get out a couple of times and did some scouting. Here's what we know.

"The humans are bossed around by someone called Drago Bludvist. We don't know what his goals are, but he definitely has it in for the Alpha, and he treats his people like slaves. His dragons... even worse. They serve him because they've been bullied and starved into obeying. They're so afraid of him, they won't even consider rebelling against him."

"Once you knew this, why you not fly back to Berk and tell us?" Astrid demanded.

"And leave my wife and son behind in a potential war zone? I'm not that kind of Viking!" Varinn exclaimed with a touch of anger. "My first priority is my family. You must know that about me!"

"I couldn't go, and leave them with no way home," Agmundr added.

"I couldn't sneak out with him," Scrubby added. "I'm not black and I'm not that fast."

"We can't fault them for that," Hiccup decided. "Okay, now we know a little bit about what's going on there. The next trick will be working out a strike plan that will warn the Alpha, hurt the invaders, and keep our own losses to a minimum."

"Actually," Astrid corrected him, "the next trick will be convincing our dragons to fight for a nest that isn't theirs."

"Hmm. You're right, I'm afraid," Hiccup nodded. Dragons had never been noted for their altruism. When they got back to Berk the following evening and told everyone their story, Astrid's fears were realized – everyone was outraged at their story, but the only dragons willing to join the Night Furies in their assault on Drago's forces were Cloudjumper and the Rumblehorn whom Stoick called Skullcrusher.

"It might be best if you stayed out of it," Hiccup told the Rumblehorn gently. "You'll be the only slow-moving target in our attack force, and you probably won't last five minutes." Skullcrusher thought that over for a few seconds and reluctantly nodded. "But if you want to help," Hiccup added, "can you fly to the Dragon Island nest and bring the Night Furies back with you?" He bounded into the air and was soon lost to sight.

Two and a half hours later, he returned with Toothless, Guana, and Young-Teacher. "If this is going to be a Night-Furies-only affair," Toothless commented, "then we don't add up to much of an air force."

Their numbers were small, but numbers rarely tell the whole story. When they gathered to discuss tactics, they included New-night-fury, Night-fury-mother-of-twins, Night-fury, Lady-night-fury, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, Night-fury-six-shooter, Night-fury-young-teacher, Night-fury-full-of-surprises, Night-fury-faithful-brother, and Night-fury-pu-lao – ten deadly dragons, eight of whom had already earned the accolade of "awesome fighting dragon." Night-fury-bi-xi was persuaded to stay behind to look after the Berk nest and the young Night Furies there, in case something did go wrong, and Night-fury-new-beginning remained at the Outcast Island nest for the same reason, as did Night-fury-chi-wen at the mountain-lake nest. Night-fury-thing-one begged and pleaded for a chance to go along, but both of her parents firmly refused. Cloudjumper invited himself to join the war party; Hiccup thought for a moment and allowed him into the circle.

"So what's the plan?" Astrid wondered.

"The way I see it, we should divide ourselves three ways," Hiccup replied. "Four Night Furies to take out the catapults and the net-throwers, three to focus on the dragon traps, and three to deal with the dragons that have sided with Drago."

"Why focus on the dragon traps at the outset?" Bang asked. "They can't hurt us while we're in the air. It would make more sense to put five of us on the catapults and five on the dragons, wouldn't it? Once those threats have been dealt with, we can take out the traps at our leisure."

"The young dragon makes a good point," Toothless agreed.

"Okay, five and five it is," Hiccup decided. "The ones who fight the dragons are going to have a tough job, because you'll be outnumbered and because we don't want to hurt them if we can avoid it. I'm thinking that a few low-powered firebolts at those iron masks could send the message that they're messing with the wrong dragons. Any other ideas?"

"Shoot right in front of their faces," Six said after a moment. "We can ruin their night vision, and if they're mostly Rumblehorns, that vision won't be too good to start with. They can't hurt us if they can't see us."

"They can smell us," Bang objected.

"That won't help them in an air-to-air battle," Astrid said. "We'll be moving way too fast. Their sense of smell will let them track us, but it won't do them any good if they want to target us."

"What if we lured them into chasing us at low altitude?" Bang asked. "The humans will have a hard time seeing us, but they'll see the Rumblehorns, and they may shoot a few nets at them. Those nets probably won't miss."

"You think they'll shoot their own dragons?" Surprises wondered.

"I think they won't be able to tell the difference in the dark," Bang replied. "Once we start attacking, they'll probably shoot first and ask questions later."

"That will be a good tactic for the beginning of our strike," Toothless thought out loud. "Once we've launched a bunch of firebolts and lit up the battlefield with burning debris, the humans will be able to see the fires reflecting off those iron masks, so they'll know who's on their side. Our first attacks should have a long, flat pull-out instead of a zoom back to altitude; we want to lure their dragons to follow us. If they only shoot down one of their own dragons, that's one less dragon for us to deal with. Then, when there's enough light for the humans to see, we'll return to our usual dive-and-climb attacks."

"What is my role?" Cloudjumper wanted to know. "I can't attack like you can, but I think I've got a lot to offer."

"You'll make one low, fast attack, maybe two, before the humans get their defenses working," Hiccup said. "After that, your main role will be helping the dragons of your own nest get organized as they make their way out the exit. Once the Alpha gets into the battle, you'll do as he says, of course."

"What if Valka gives me orders?" he asked.

"Valka isn't going," Hiccup replied.

"Yes, she is," Cloudjumper retorted firmly. "We do everything together, even fight."

"Have you asked her about this?" Astrid wondered.

"I don't need to ask. I know her," the Stormcutter replied. "She hates being left out of anything I do."

"Won't her weight hinder you from maneuvering freely?" Toothless asked him.

"I'm a lot bigger and stronger than you are," he said with a touch of pride. "She isn't that heavy, and her weight doesn't hold me back at all. She's been my companion for twenty years, helping me the same way I help the Alpha. We make a good team, her and I; I think I will fight better with her than without her." He sat down, raised his head to its full height, and glared down at them with an air of finality.

Hiccup glanced at Astrid and Toothless to see if they had any ideas, then sighed. "Very well. Our strike force is up to twelve – ten Night Furies, one Stormcutter, and a human. Cloudjumper, please take good care of that human!"

"Of course I will! I always have," Cloudjumper answered. He sounded offended at the suggestion.

On and on they went, ironing out details and dreaming up contingency plans in case of something unforeseen. It took them over an hour. Then they exchanged TrueSights with some of the dragons who would stay behind, grabbed a quick snack from the sea, waited while Cloudjumper picked up Valka, and headed east for the Alpha's nest, and battle.

As they took off, they heard a human bellow. "Valka! What's going on? Where are you going?"

"I'm going to help the dragons, Stoick," she called over her shoulder. "My nest is under attack; I have to do this. I'll be back in a few days, when it's all over." A few minutes later, Rumblehorn-green-and-red caught up to them, with Stoick the Vast on his back, armed and armored for battle.

"Rumblehorn, I thought we agreed that you'd stay out of this," Hiccup burst out.

"My rider said 'go,' so I went," the big dragon said, a bit sheepishly.

"Stoick, this is going to be a dragon fight!" Valka burst out. "There will be no place for a Viking warrior in a raid like this!"

"I'll _make_ a place," he called back, trying not to sound too belligerent. "If you're going into battle, then I'm going too." He folded his arms and glared defiantly at his wife, then at each of the dragons in turn.

"Now we all know where I got my boar-headed, stubborn side," Hiccup sighed. They flew onward, their numbers augmented by one more dragon and one more human.
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Agnarr awoke slowly. Something was wrong. No, everything was wrong. He could see nothing but utter blackness; his head and arms hurt worse than any pain he'd ever felt before. He tried to move his arms, and they wouldn't budge. What was wrong? What had happened? He turned his head slowly, to avoid making it hurt worse, but everything was still black. He couldn't see, he couldn't move…

"I think he's comin' around." Gobber's familiar voice became an anchor for the young man's sanity.

"What's going on?" he asked. His voice was a hoarse croak.

"Gothi's gonna put a damp cloth in yer mouth," the smith said. "Drink as much as ye can; ye need it." He felt a damp rag on his lips. Drops of liquid fell into his mouth; he swallowed them gratefully. At last, there was no more.

"Thanks."

"We were getting' worried about ye," Gobber said, almost softly. "It's good to hear yer voice again."

"You have no idea how good it is to hear _your_ voice," Agnarr replied. "What's wrong with me?"

He heard the smith-master take a deep breath and let it out. "Ye had an accident in th' forge," he began heavily. "That hunk o' scrap iron that ye were heatin' up… it must have had some water inside it. It blew up when it got too hot. Yer arms are tied down so ye don't move 'em before the wounds are healed."

"Did I lose my eyes?" he asked in a panic.

"No, we don't think so," Gobber answered. "Yer eyes are covered because Gothi had to bandage yer forehead, an' it was easier to do it that way. Ye took a solid chunk o' iron right between the eyes. 'Twas a miracle it didn't kill ye."

Agnarr took a deep breath of his own. "When?" he asked.

"Yesterday afternoon," Gobber said.

The young apprentice tried to remember what had happened. He had been softening up a chunk of solid iron he'd found, holding it with tongs over the forge; he'd been planning to experiment with a new alloy. He didn't remember the accident at all. "So I'm going to be okay, once this head wound heals?"

Gobber didn't answer.

"Gobber? I'm going to be okay, right?"

"Son," Gobber said slowly, "ye've been a fine apprentice to me. When yer brother turned into a dragon, ye and Varinn took over his work an' ye carried it well. Yer clever an' a hard worker, an' I'm goin' to miss ye around the forge. If ye'd just lost one hand, I could fit ye with a rig like mine, an' teach ye how to use it. But I canna think of a future fer a smith's apprentice with no hands."

**o**

Berk's dragons arrived high over the human encampment just after midnight. There were four of the iron-masked Rumblehorns flying circles over the camp, but there was no other motion.

"We'll make one low, slow, quiet pass," Hiccup decided. "Do as much damage as we can before they start shooting back. Then, it's diving attacks all the way!" The other dragons nodded, and they spiraled down in complete silence, preparing their fires and searching for targets in the darkness.

Their first shots had the desired effect of stunning the humans. Catapults, ballistas, and net-throwers were torn apart by purple firebolts or set ablaze by blasts of Stormcutter fire. Night-fury-six-shooter focused on the sleeping Rumblehorns; she spat out six small firebolts in a row. Each bolt dented the metal of a dragon's mask or knocked it askew. Just like that, six enemy dragons were taken out of the battle because they couldn't see through the eye-holes in their masks anymore. The others woke quickly and got into the air, so she couldn't repeat her trick shot.

The Night Furies gained altitude quickly, picked out their next targets, and rolled into their dives. The whistling of their wings struck terror into the humans below – the destructiveness of a Night Fury was legendary, and suddenly there were ten of them! More heavy weapons exploded, scattering burning debris all over the camp. The armored Rumblehorns scanned the night sky desperately in search of something to fight, but the Night Furies maintained their reputation for never showing themselves. One of the human-allied dragons spotted Cloudjumper and closed in for an attack, only to have Pu-lao ruin its night vision with a firebolt right in front of its face. That firebolt went on to strike a dragon trap and ruin it, a double coup for the young Night Fury. Cloudjumper and Valka made a clean getaway.

Now, at last, the humans began to rouse themselves and fight back. "_Cut them down!_" their leader bellowed. The net-throwers were the greatest threat in the darkness because they didn't have to be perfectly aimed to snare a target. Heavy nets arched into the sky; the Night Furies dodged them easily, but some of them were forced to break off their attacks in order to evade the nets.

Stoick saw an opportunity. The invaders' eyes were all on the sky, not on the ground. "Skullcrusher, land over there!" he ordered, and his dragon obeyed. He leaped off the big Rumblehorn's back, hefted his war hammer, and charged into the fray with a roar. The first two weapons' crews never knew what hit them. Once the attackers realized they were under attack from the ground, some of them tried to defend themselves against his charge. That left them even more vulnerable to strikes from above.

It was around that time that the first of the nest dragons burst out of the exit tunnel and joined the battle. Cloudjumper gave them directions as they emerged, trying to keep the battle from turning into an undisciplined brawl, but soon there were too many for him to guide. Dragons of all kinds filled the night skies, looking for targets for the rage they'd been bottling up for days. Some of them went down, caught in nets; others were grappled in mid-air by the humans' Rumblehorns; still more engaged those Rumblehorns and forced them to release their victims. More and more fires broke out on the ground. Fewer and fewer nets were thrown skyward. The catapults and ballistas fired as quickly as they could, but they were firing blind, merely hoping to get lucky in the darkness.

Then the darkness of the night sky was eclipsed by the darker shadow of an enormous shape that rose out of the sea. The Alpha closed in on the human camp, bellowed his rage ("How dare you attack my dragons?!") and let out a blast of his colder-than-cold breath. Half of the human ships were suddenly locked in a spiky sheet of blue-green ice. The weapons on those ships would play no further role in the battle. In the air, the dragons' attacks stopped looking like an undisciplined brawl, and took on some semblance of order as the Bewilderbeast exerted his authority over them.

On land, the human commander grinned wickedly. "The Alpha! _Now_ we have a fight!"

One of the catapults got lucky, and clipped Cloudjumper's left-rear wing as he was making another low pass. He nearly spun out of control, but somehow held his heading and made a rough landing on a rocky outcrop. Valka jumped off his back to check on the injury, then saw a bulky human shape running towards her, waving a pole weapon of some kind. She brandished her own pole and parried his first blow, then aimed a strike at his head that he ducked under. They exchanged repeated blows, but both of them successfully blocked or dodged each blow. In spite of the man's greater height and bulk, they seemed evenly matched.

"I've been looking forward to this, dragon rider!" he gloated.

"You can't take on dragons!" she shot back as she swung at him and just missed. "They're controlled by the Alpha!"

He grinned malevolently. "Then it's a good thing I brought a challenger!" He stepped away from her and bellowed toward the water. The bubbling area became more turbulent; then it turned to whitewater; and then something unspeakably huge burst out and leaped onto the land. It was another Bewilderbeast, as big as the Alpha but muddier in appearance, and much, much angrier.

"Back off!" roared the King. "Find your own nest! I am the Alpha dragon here!"

"Not for long, you fossil!" the newcomer bellowed. He charged, aiming his iron-bound tusk at the Alpha's throat. This was no mere battle for dominance – he meant to kill! The Alpha parried with his own tusk and their heads thudded together with a crash that could be felt through the air. Each tried to push the other over; they wrestled briefly, then backed off and charged each other again.

Astrid flew up next to Hiccup. "Should we get involved?"

Hiccup watched the fight for a moment. It looked like the newcomer was slightly stronger, and the Alpha wasn't set on killing, which put him at a disadvantage. "Maybe we should," he nodded, then roared, "Night Furies! Join me for a quick council of war! We need to discuss tactics!" The others finished their attacks and climbed to join him. All except Night-fury-full-of-surprises, who dove toward the Muddy Bewilderbeast and spat out a firebolt as he charged again.

Her firebolt hit him in the forefoot. It was too small to do any real harm, but it stung, and it threw the Muddy off his stride. He faltered in mid-charge, and the Alpha easily met him and pushed him aside. The Muddy nearly fell, but backed off and braced himself for another charge.

"I think my daughter just ended the council of war," Hiccup observed. "Everyone, do like she did! We can't defeat that dragon by ourselves, but we can help the Alpha win!" They nodded and lined up to dive on the intruder. Hiccup and Astrid went in first; they each shot one of his forefeet. The Muddy flinched and broke off his charge; he looked around in irritation for the source of the sudden pains he was feeling in his feet. The Alpha was preparing a charge of his own when Toothless and Young-teacher dove in a one-two attack that struck both of the Muddy's left feet. He bellowed, "Enough of this!" and spat out a sweeping spray of his icy breath. When it settled, the two Night Furies were nowhere to be seen.

"_NO__!_" Hiccup shouted. He desperately scanned the ice for darker spots that might mark his friends' locations. The other Night Furies joined him, ignoring the Bewilderbeasts for a moment. As the giants locked tusks again and resumed trying to overthrow each other, the Night Furies circled the icy mass helplessly. Where was Toothless? Where was Young-teacher?

Agmundr was the first to notice a glowing light, deep inside the ice. It grew brighter and brighter; it was almost too bright to look at. "Get clear!" Hiccup ordered. A few seconds later, a huge purple explosion tore the ice apart, sending chunks of ice flying across the battlefield. Inside the frozen crater stood Toothless, snarling with rage. "Where is my son?" he demanded of the Muddy, who ignored him.

Astrid spotted another glowing spot in the ice. "He's in there!" she shouted, even as the Night Furies banked away from the area. Another blast shook the ice… but it wasn't powerful enough to shatter it. Young-teacher hadn't waited to build his shot up to over-strength. All the others swooped and fired toward his location, blasting away chunks of ice, desperately trying to weaken his frozen prison so he could shoot his way out. But there was no second explosion from within.

They finally chipped away enough ice to see Night-fury-young-teacher. But it was far too late to do anything for him.
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Hiccup landed next to Toothless, who was visibly quivering. They stared wordlessly at the cold, motionless body of Toothless' son Young-teacher, still partly buried in the Muddy's ice. He wrapped a wing around his friend; Toothless didn't seem to notice. The other Night Furies landed nearby, one after the other. Guana tried nudging her son with her nose; there was no response. No one said a word.

Finally, Toothless turned to glare at the Muddy. Hiccup had never seen such hate on a dragon's face. "I don't care what it takes," Toothless said, through a throat tight with grief. "I don't care if I have to fly down that killer's throat and choke him to death with my own body. That dragon must never, _never_ be allowed to rule a nest."

"I'm with you," Hiccup said softly, "but he's winning his battle against the Alpha, and as soon as we get involved, he'll freeze some more of us. I'm open to ideas." They all looked at each other. No one had any suggestions for how to defeat a dragon that was over 500 feet long.

That was when the Alpha drew back from the battle for a moment and glanced at them. He looked sad. "You're right, my small but brave friends. That one must never be allowed to rule a nest of dragons, no matter what the cost." He glared at the Muddy Bewilderbeast and took a deep breath. "The Alpha protects them all."

He braced himself to receive another attack. The Muddy roared and charged again, aiming a wickedly-pointed tusk at his rival's throat. The Alpha should have parried that thrust, which would have led to more head-butting and wrestling, a contest that the Alpha was slowly losing. But he forced himself to ignore the thrust, aimed his own tusk at the Muddy's chest, and the titans struck each other a mortal blow.

The Muddy screamed in pain, but that scream was quickly choked off. He turned and ran toward the water. His legs collapsed as he reached the waterline, and he sank out of sight, raising a huge wave that rocked all the ships that weren't locked in ice. No bubbles rose. The water was stained red for several minutes afterward.

The Alpha stood motionless for a few seconds. Then his forelegs collapsed and he fell forward, as if in slow motion. "I loved you all," he gasped as he looked around at all the dragons above him. His eyes went out of focus for a moment as Cloudjumper flew past him; then he took one last look at the dragons he'd ruled for so long, rolled over on his side, and breathed his last.

The dragons forgot the battle for a moment. They circled the huge body of their Alpha, wings outstretched, heads dipped in respect. On the rocky outcrop, Valka hid her face in her hands. Crying wasn't the Viking way.

Twelve feet away, Drago stared hatefully at the dead Bewilderbeast. This wasn't the way his triumphant battle was supposed to go! "Maybe I can't rule the dragons, but at least I can rid the world of one dragon rider," he laughed as he charged at Valka –

…only to be smashed aside by a blow from a war hammer. Stoick had seen the two of them on the outcrop and realized that he might be needed there. When he recognized his foe, his battle-rage turned even hotter. Now it was personal. Valka shrank away as the two men squared off.

"You didn't get enough of me the first time, Stoick?" Drago smirked.

"It's time the world was _rid_ of you, madman!" Stoick snarled back, and attacked with all his strength. Drago fell back before the flurry of blows. With each swing, Stoick recited the name of a Viking chief who had died at the hands of Drago's dragons that awful night. Drago could barely parry the blows; he nearly lost his staff twice. At last, the bigger Viking broke Drago's staff and knocked him down. Drago tried to crawl away backwards, but backed into the base of a cliff.

"It's over, Drago," Stoick growled.

"Yes, you're right," Drago grinned back. "It's time I finished what I started!" He let out two roaring bellows and pointed at Stoick.

Circling overhead were the last five battle-ready dragons of Drago's army. They heard the command, saw where he was pointing, and dove.

Stoick saw them coming, with mouths open and throats glowing. He knew what they were about to do. He had no shield. He looked around desperately for some place to take cover; there was none. As he looked, he saw the dead Bewilderbeast, and remembered how it had died. His eyes narrowed. He ran toward Drago.

"No! Stop!" Drago shouted upwards in panic. "Dragons, break off your attack!" But he had never trained his dragons to break off an attack. He had trained them, under penalty of hunger and humiliation, to obey his every order until it was complete. He had ordered them to destroy the big man. Nothing would stop them. Stoick leaped on top of his enemy and snarled, "Finish what you started!"… and then the flames were upon them.

Valka found them a minute later. Drago had gotten on top as they wrestled, and used his dragon-skin robe to block the flames. Vikings didn't know about oxygen, or how quantities of dragon fire could consume all the oxygen in the nearby air. Stoick and Drago had died from being unable to breathe. There wasn't a burn mark on either of them.

With Drago and the Muddy Bewilderbeast both gone, the attackers had no leader, no guidance, and no hope of victory against such overwhelming numbers. The free dragons ruled the sky now. The battle was effectively over; the humans were scrambling to find cover from the relentless aerial attacks, abandoning their dreams of conquest. The enslaved dragons landed quickly, abandoning the fight altogether. Their only desire was to remove the iron masks that imprisoned their faces.

From behind a large rock, one human with marks on his chin stepped out. Eret son of Eret had watched the battle and seen his overlord's "foolproof" plan fail. He had seen the free dragons fighting with the same organization and tactical skill as any human army. He remembered that skinny Viking intruder and how he had actually talked with the captured Night Fury. Eret was no genius, but he could read the writing on the wall. Hesitantly, he approached one of the Rumblehorns that was clawing desperately at its mask. It saw him, hissed, and assumed a defensive position.

"No! I'm not going to hurt you," Eret exclaimed. With one hand extended, he slowly stepped toward the fearful dragon. When he was close enough, he rested his hand on the dragon's nose horn for a moment, then loosened the strap that held the heavy mask in place. The dragon tossed its head, sending the mask flying. It snorted and pushed back against his hand with its nose for a moment,then flew away, free.

Eret watched it fly. _That made me feel a lot better than trapping them ever did,_ he thought. He looked around for another dragon that needed to have its mask removed.

**o**

The battle had been over for an hour. The surviving humans had been herded onto two of their ships, forced to watch the rest of their fleet burn, and set free. With no weapons and no means of acquiring any, they would pose no threat to anyone. The last of the dragon traps and heavy weapons had been burned or blasted into oblivion, and the dragons had retreated into their nest to decide what should happen next.

Hiccup landed next to Valka, who was standing near the shore, looking away at nothing. Guana and Astrid joined them a few seconds later. Together, they sat and watched his mother. They said nothing; they couldn't think of anything to say. Valka was fighting back tears. Crying wasn't the Viking way, even when a woman has lost her husband.

"Mom, is okay to cry," Hiccup finally said.

"Crying won't help," she answered tightly. She looked up to the sky for a few seconds.

"I was promised to the son of a chief in marriage, without knowing anything about him except his name," she said, as though talking to herself. "All my friends said I was lucky to find such a destiny! I didn't feel lucky; I was scared to death. I met him once, a few months before the wedding, when my parents met his parents to show each other the bride-price and the dowry. He was big and tall and scary-looking. I didn't dare say a word to him, and he didn't talk to me, either. I was sure he'd found some fault in me and wanted nothing to do with me.

"Then, just before the wedding, he hid under my window and sang his song about the dancing and the dreaming. I realized that, in spite of his size, he had a human heart inside, and I began to hope that we might have a happy marriage after all. In the first days after the wedding, we slowly learned how to talk to each other. He wasn't a big talker, but he could pack a lot of meaning into a few words. I learned to cherish that. I learned to cherish a lot of things about him.

"You came early into the world, Hiccup. A lot of people thought you wouldn't make it. But he never lost faith in you. He was so sure you'd grow up just like him…"

"But I did not," Hiccup said slowly.

"No," she sighed. "You took after me instead, and he didn't know how to deal with that. But even though you weren't the son he dreamed of, he still protected you, got you a good apprenticeship, and did everything he could to make a Viking out of you. That was the only way he knew how to relate to a son. It wasn't what you needed, but he tried his best.

"And now he's gone." She looked away, toward the huge, motionless Bewilderbeast. "Hiccup, don't think me hard-hearted, but I'm not sure which one of those two I'll miss more. I spent three years with Stoick, eighteen years with the Alpha, and the last two years going back and forth between them. They were both strong-willed, both excellent leaders, and they both died protecting the ones who..."

Hiccup didn't try to speak. He lightly nudged her with his head and crooned softly. She flung her arms around his neck, and finally let herself cry. He joined her.

She regained her composure after a few minutes; she wiped her eyes, and no one could tell she'd been crying. "Hiccup, there's something I need to do," she said firmly, "and I need your help." She whispered into his ear flaps, as though afraid that someone might overhear her. Those ear flaps pricked straight up.

"Mom, you just lost Dad! Is this good time for that?"

"I know my own mind, Hiccup. I'm sure about this. I'm not going to change my mind. Please do this for me."

Hiccup shrugged with his wings and turned to Guana, who was silently mourning her son. "You should handle this one, I think."

**o**

"He still won't eat," Edda Hofferson said sadly as she brought the untouched tray of food out of Agnarr's room. "I would have bet my boots that the smell of my Haddock Delights would have done the job."

"He hasn't eaten a thing since he woke up," Gobber said with a sad shake of the head. "It's more than just bein' depressed. I'm thinkin' he wants to end it all."

Edda gasped. "But that's not the Viking way!"

"He's lost his way," Gobber replied as they walked away. "Makin' things an' tinkerin' with things wasn't just his job – it was his life. Now he's lost that forever, so he thinks he's lost everything."

"Could his brother talk him out of it?" Edda wondered.

"He might," the old smith nodded. "But Agnarr was always the more stubborn o' the two. Even a Night Fury might not be able to make 'im see reason." He shook his head. " 'Tis a shame. A grand shame. But we canna force 'im to eat."

**o**

_A/N  
>I'm curious what you readers think of how Stoick and the Alpha met their end in this story, compared to the way those events were handled in the second movie.<em>
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Inside the nest, the atmosphere was tense, with panicky overtones. Most of the dragons had never known any Alpha except the Bewilderbeast, and now he was gone. Who would be the new Alpha? Who would take care of all these dragons? Who would maintain peace in the nest? No one knew. The most prominent dragons met on the cliff in front of the former Alpha's favorite sleeping space to discuss the matter.

"We should ask one of the Night Furies to take over," said Nadder-yellow-flies-too-fast. "They're born leaders, and I heard one of them say that the Berk nest has more of them than it can hold. I'm sure one of them would be glad for the chance to rule a nest like ours."

"But they don't know us!" Snafflefang-orange-with-two-red-spots protested. "They'd want to do things their way instead of our way."

"It would cause a lot of confusion," Hobblegrunt-likes-sea-bass added. "We need order, not confusion, especially at a time like this."

"Someone who knows our ways would be best," the Snafflefang agreed. "But who?"

"Are we agreed that none of us can do the job?" Nightmare-black-with-yellow-stripes asked. They all nodded… except one.

Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human hesitantly raised his head above the others and waited until they were all looking at him. "I don't like to put myself forward for a task like this," he said hesitantly, "but I think I might have been the Alpha's choice as his successor."

"Is that because you're big or because you're smart?" the Hobblegrunt challenged him.

"Neither," Cloudjumper replied. "As the Alpha lay dying, I looked in his eyes, and I felt a thought enter my head, a thought that wasn't my own. It said, 'Take care of my dragons.' That was all. I never would have thought a thing like that."

The other dragons glanced at each other. "If that's true," the Nadder said solemnly, "then it would seem that our Alpha did, indeed, choose you to take his place." Some of them bowed before him; others hesitated.

"No! Never mind! Stop!" Cloudjumper exclaimed. "I'm not at all sure I can do this! Look at the size of this nest! Count the dragons! I know they won't expect me to feed them all, but how can I maintain peace among so many? How can I rule a nest this big? I can't do such a thing by myself!"

"Then don't do it by yourself," came an unfamiliar voice from the tunnel entrance. They all whirled to stare at the newcomer crawling out of the tunnel, escorted by New-night-fury and Lady-night-fury.

It was another Stormcutter.

It was a female.

And her eyes were not yellow, but green.

She felt all their eyes on her, but she didn't flinch. She walked right up to Cloudjumper and blinked twice, which seemed to mean she wanted a TrueSight with him. He initiated it, and nearly fell over.

"Valka?" he gasped. "What's happened to you?"

"I've become what I always wanted to be," she answered softly. "Now that Stoick is gone, the only ones in the world whom I love... the only ones who love me... are all dragons. There was nothing left to tie me to humanity. Lady-night-fury did the honors for me. I thought that was appropriate, seeing how she's the first human who ever chose to become a dragon, and now I'm the second."

Cloudjumper struggled to speak. "You're not a... why didn't she turn you into a Night Fury?"

"The Night Fury population is beginning to make a comeback, but Stormcutters are still extremely rare," she replied. "And there's one Stormcutter in particular who, I think, could use some company, especially now that he's becoming the Alpha of a very large nest."

"Our rule has always been to use our Power to make Night Furies," Hiccup added, "but I allowed an exception to the rule because... well, she's my mother."

"I... I... I don't know what to say." Hiccup had never seen the big dragon at a loss for words.

"Say that you'll let me be your helper," she answered. "Maybe one Stormcutter can't rule a nest this big, but two of us together probably can."

"It sounds like you're making all my decisions for me," Cloudjumper stammered. "What is _my_ role in this relationship?"

"For starters, you can teach me how to fly," Valka said.

"All of us Night Furies are qualified flight instructors, to one extent or another," Guana added, "but flying with four wings is way out of our league."

"You gave up everything to become a dragon?" Cloudjumper was still having a hard time believing it. "Your opposable thumbs, your human village, your very self-image!"

"Cloudjumper, _this_ is my village! It always was. As for my thumbs, I think I'll get a lot more mileage out of wings that I ever got out of my hands." She stretched her wings and flapped them experimentally. "And my self-image... somewhere between the day you brought me here and the day my son found me, I realized I loved the idea of being a dragon more than I loved the reality of being human. For years, I danced on dragons' wings and pretended I was the one doing the flying! But now, I'm done pretending. Now I've finally become what I always dreamed of being! _This_ is what it _really_ is to be a dragon!" She swished her tail back and forth in delight. "Can't you be happy for me?"

"I... I am," he managed to say. "I just never expected this. I mean, this is..." He suddenly looked away.

"This is your dream come true, too?" she whispered.

"You knew?" he whispered back.

"I suspected for years that you loved me, but I didn't want to believe it," she said softly. "It wasn't until my son came along and got me thinking that I finally accepted the truth. That TrueSight only confirmed what I already knew."

"And you'll willingly become my partner, in every way?"

"In _every_ way. But let me learn to be a dragon first," she replied kindly. "Let me learn to fly, and catch my own fish, and help keep five hundred dragons out of trouble. I think we've got a few centuries to work out the rest, don't we?"

"Spoken like a true dragon," Hiccup interjected, startling them. "For today, let's settle the issue of who's the Alpha of this nest."

"Indeed," said Nadder-yellow-flies-at-night. "Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human, if you have the help of a second one of your kind, then I think you're the Alpha we need. Does anyone disagree?" One by one, they all bowed to Cloudjumper with wings outstretched.

Cloudjumper looked embarrassed for a few seconds. Then he put his head back and breathed a swirling torrent of fire into the air. The other leaders of the dragons did likewise. All over the nest, the rest of the dragons followed their example. In the middle of this fiery display, Valka turned to Hiccup. "I never breathed fire before," she whispered. "How do I do this?"

"He'll teach you," Hiccup said. "I think the two of you will teach each other a lot before you're done. Congratulations on joining a nest, taking a fine mate, and becoming the second-in-command. I'm happy for you, Mom."

"Not bad for a skinny little Viking lady," she smiled.

"No more Viking lady," her son replied. "The next time I see you, I expect to meet you in the air!"

"I'll fly circles around you!" she exclaimed.

"I'd like to see you try," he grinned back.

**o**

The Night Furies returned to their home with none of their usual chatter. They'd left Cloudjumper and Skullcrusher behind; the Stormcutter was the new Alpha of the frozen nest, and the Rumblehorn chose to remain with the others of his kind, now that his human friend was gone. Cloudjumper was now known to the dragons as Stormcutter-jumps-over-clouds, in honor of what Stormcutter-was-human used to call him, now that they could no longer call him Stormcutter-brown-likes-the-female-human. The mood in the nest was somber at the loss of the Bewilderbeast, but with the beginnings of hope in their new Alpha and his partner. There was no such hope among the Night Furies. They took turns bearing Stoick's mortal remains. Toothless and Guana were mourning the loss of their son, Full-of-surprises the loss of her mate, and Hiccup the loss of his father; no one knew what to say to them.

"We've been in a dozen battles," Hiccup quietly said to Astrid, "and none of us ever got killed. Somehow I'd gotten the idea that we were invincible. It hurts double to see how wrong I was."

"What a totally useless war," Astrid sighed. "Not one good thing came out of it. The nest lost its Alpha, you lost your father, we've all lost a Night Fury… for what?"

"At least my mother can be completely happy now," he replied. "That's not much, compared to the ones we've lost, but at least it's something."

Astrid edged over toward Full-of-surprises, who was flying apart from the rest of the group. "How are you holding up?" she asked her daughter quietly.

"I guess I'm all right," Full-of-surprises said after a moment. "I'm going to miss Young-teacher a lot..." Her voice trailed off.

"...but?" Astrid prompted her.

"He never gave me his heart!" she burst out. "I look at you and Dad, or Six and Faithful-brother, and you guys really _love_ each other! I wanted that with me and Young-teacher, but he was just doing his duty for the Night Furies. He was never happy to just go flying with me for no reason. I tried to win him over, and I tried, and... I guess I gave up trying. He was never unkind, but he never got past the 'duty' thing. I don't want to be just a breeder for the species. I want to be loved, too. Is that wrong?"

"It's certainly unconventional for a dragon," Astrid mused, "but it's right, natural, and normal for a human. You're a full-blooded dragon hatched from an egg, but both your parents used to be human, and that has to have some effect on how you think and feel. No, it's not wrong to want to be loved."

"Thanks, Mom," Full-of-surprises said quietly.

They returned to Berk early in the morning. Hiccup landed outside the forge, got Gobber's attention, and indicated that they should meet at the Nest, where the Night Furies could write in their sand table and communicate more easily to humans who didn't speak Forge. Gobber got his first inkling of recent events when he got to the Nest and found Stoick's body on the ground there.

Gobber took off his helmet and gazed on his old friend in silence. Then he turned to Hiccup. "How did he... how did he die?"

IN BATTLE AGAINST  
>DRAGO BLUDVIST.<br>HE DIDN'T LOSE

"That's how he would've chosen to go," Gobber said softly. "I'll have to arrange a funeral, and then we'll choose a new chief. I know yer mother wanted ye to take yer father's place someday; he never said exactly what he wanted."

WE'LL SORT THAT OUT LATER.  
>BY THE WAY, MOM IS A DRAGON<br>NOW, AND VERY HAPPY

"So ye lost both yer parents? Hiccup... I dinna know what to say. I'm sorry."

I DIDN'T LOSE A MOTHER,  
>I GAINED A DRAGON<p>

"Aye, I can see how ye might feel that way, an' I'm glad she's happy. She was never much of a Viking, but I'm sure she'll make a fine dragon. Like mother, like son, I suppose."

TOOTHLESS LOST HIS SON, AND THE  
>FROZEN NEST LOST ITS ALPHA.<br>AT LEAST DRAGO BLUDVIST IS GONE

"Drago's dead? Well, _that's_ a spot o' good news amidst the bad. He was no friend to dragons _or_ men. Is there anything else I ought to know?"

NOTHING THAT MATTERS TO HUMANS.  
>HAS ANYTHING CHANGED HERE?<p>

"Well, yer friend Agnarr has had a spot o' bad luck. He –" His words were cut off by a frantic bellow from one of the other Night Furies, who scrambled to join them; that had to be Agnarr's brother. "Agmundr, I'm sorry. He lost his 'ands in a forge accident. I had to take off what was left or he'd have died, but that may not matter now. He hasn't eaten or drunk anything fer days. We think he means to bring his days to an end."

Agmundr turned to Hiccup. "That's exactly what he wants! He's told me many times that, if he couldn't use his hands to make things, he'd lose his mind. Hiccup, isn't there anything we can do for him? I've still got my Power. Can a dragon's Power heal him?" The moment he said it, he knew what the real answer was, with all its implications.

"The need to use his hands was the main thing that was keeping him from becoming a dragon, wasn't it?" Hiccup asked.

"As far as I know, it was the only thing," Agmundr nodded. He knew what Hiccup intended.

"All right," Hiccup said firmly. "We've all had enough of death for one week. Faithful-brother, it's time for you to earn your name and save your brother's life. Lady-night-fury, you come too, please; we may need your special talent."

"Hiccup, wait!" Astrid exclaimed. "Don't you remember how Toothless taught us that, if one dragon's Power goes up against another, it makes the mother of all fireballs? Agnarr had his ears and throat adjusted by the Asian dragon Alpha so he could speak and hear dragon language. If you do what I think you're going to do, you could blow up the whole island, and all of us with it."

"It's okay," Toothless corrected her. "That only happens if one dragon tries to undo what another dragon did. This won't be an undoing of what Tian-long did. If anything, it will be like a completion of what he started. There won't be any explosion. Go ahead; do what you have to do."

"You're sure?" Hiccup asked; Toothless nodded. "Okay, then let's do this." He and Agmundr padded across the town toward the room where Agnarr lived, with Guana following them silently. After a moment, Full-of-surprises joined them.

Gobber watched them go and shook his head. "I've got a sinkin' feelin' the Night Furies are about to take my third apprentice in a row," he said to no one. "Why can't they pick on the potter's apprentice or the tanner's apprentice fer a change? Still, I suppose it's better than the lad bein' dead."

Hiccup nosed the door open, and found Agnarr lying in bed, arms stiffly at his sides, staring at the ceiling. He glanced up when the door opened, then lay down again. "Leave me alone," he said distantly. His voice was hoarse from not having having eaten or drunk for almost three days.

"Agnarr, we can't give you your hands back, but we can give you a new life if you're willing to take it." It was a big help that Agnarr spoke and understood dragon language.

"Why won't you just let me die?" he said dismally. "Are you going to tell me I still have a lot to contribute?" He waved his bandaged stumps at them. "I'll never be able to contribute anything to anybody again!"

Agmundr stuck his head in the doorway. "No, we're going to tell you we love you, and we'd miss you if we lost you!" When the human didn't reply, he added, "Agnarr, I am _not_ going to let you kill yourself. The others won't pressure you, but I will. I know you're willing to do this in principle. Don't make us force you into it!" Then he breathed out a small fireball that quickly widened into a Vortex of swirling colors that lit up the dark room.

Agnarr stared at it. He knew what it was; he'd seen Six's Vortex when she'd transformed three Asian dragons and his brother into Night Furies. "You can't force me to walk into your Vortex, so quit wasting your time," he snapped.

The Vortex slid toward him by an inch, then two inches, then three. It was right next to the bed now. Part of it actually overlapped the edge of the bed somehow.

"Hey, what's going on?" Agnarr cried as he shied away from it. "I thought that couldn't happen!"

"That's Guana's doing," Hiccup answered. "She has the ability to move another dragon's Vortex. She used that ability to save Bang and Six's lives when they were small, and she's using it now to save yours. She's just around the corner, and I'm sending her tail-signals to show her where to move the disc. She can chase you all around the room with it if she has to."

Agmundr added, slowly due to the strain of maintaining his Vortex, "You may think you're stubborn... but it's no use arguing with a dragon. Or with four dragons. Please choose life, my brother."

Agnarr looked at the disc. He looked at his arms, where his hands used to be. He looked at the dragons. He looked at his arms again. One teardrop slid down his cheek.

Then he took a deep breath and jumped headfirst into the Vortex.

He couldn't remember what happened right after that. When he awoke, the room seemed brighter than usual, but the colors were more subdued. The first thing he did was look at his hands. They were now strong, scaly black paws, which gave him a thrill – they weren't stumps anymore! He knew, without looking, that he had wings and a tail now. He gave his tail an experimental swish, just to be sure. He remembered how hard it was for his brother to adjust to the transformation at first. He really wasn't sure how he felt, aside from feeling relieved that he had hands again, such as they were.

"Welcome back to the land of the living," his brother's dragon voice said from the doorway. Agnarr had been hearing with dragon's ears, and speaking with a dragon's voice, for over two years now, but now that he actually _was_ a dragon, there was a subtle difference in how he could hear. His brother's voice was instantly recognizable, yet slightly different. He glanced at the doorway. Agmundr was still watching him, but Hiccup was no longer there; his place had been taken by Night-fury-full-of-surprises.

"Uhh... hi," he said. "Thank you, I guess."

"You don't talk with a human accent anymore," Full-of-surprises said.

He glanced at his paws again. "I'm sorry I won't be able to scratch behind your ears now," he said, trying to sound casual. "But then, I wasn't going to do that anymore as a human, either."

"I'll adjust," she replied.

"How are _you_ adjusting?" Agmundr added.

"I don't know," he said slowly. "It feels good to get my hands back, even though they can't do much. Ummm… how am I going to get out of here? I think I'm too big to fit through the doorway now."

"_That's_ my brother, the practical thinker!" Agmundr exclaimed. "Now I _know_ you'll be okay. We'll get the Vikings to knock out the door frame so you can make your escape. Then you can take flying lessons from Night-fury and start learning how to be a dragon. Trust me – it's _awesome!_ You probably think you know what's in store, but you have _no idea!_"

"Agmundr… if you don't mind…" Full-of-surprises actually sounded nervous, which was quite unlike her. "…would it be all right if I taught him how to fly?"

"Sure, I guess so." Agmundr was totally nonplussed by this development.

"Won't Young-teacher get jealous if we start spending time together?" Agnarr wondered.

She stared at the floor. "We fought a battle," she said. "Young-teacher isn't coming back."

"Oh! I'm so sorry," he burst out. "I didn't know." He walked awkwardly to the door so he was nearly nose-to-nose with her. Agmundr discreetly stepped aside, leaving the two of them alone.

"Young-teacher was a wonderful dragon," she said softly. "He was a good friend and a fine father to our hatchlings. I'll miss him. But he never made my tail fins curl when he touched me. He and I did what we had to do, because the Night Fury species expected it of us, and so did our parents, and because… because the one I _really_ liked wasn't a Night Fury at all."

Agnarr stared at her in astonishment. He'd seen Six have the same reaction toward his brother, but he had never, _ever_ had a girl notice _him_. The very concept was alien to him. Now, his very favorite dragon (aside from his brother, of course) was standing here, admitting that she…

He bumped her nose with his, very gently. "I can't see around the doorway," he admitted. "Are your tail fins curling?"

"They've been curling ever since the first time you scratched behind my ears, back when I was still a hatchling," she smiled self-consciously. "But you've been through two traumatic changes in your life in the past four days. I'm sure you've got a lot of other things on your mind."

"I guess you've been through a traumatic change as well," he said. "You're moving kind of fast, for someone who just lost..."

Full-of-surprises replied, "We dragons show respect for the dead by honoring their memory, not by keeping ourselves lonely and miserable for a while, and then saying, 'I'm all better now, so let's get on with life.' Life is all around us, and it won't wait for us to get on with it. I've got a yearling and two hatchlings who are going to need a male role model, you're going to need a flight teacher, and I... well, you probably know about me needing to be the center of attention. I want to be the center of _your_ attention, even if you can't scratch behind my ears anymore."

"A male role model? Me?" Agnarr was highly dubious. "I'm not much of a role model for anyone, except maybe another skinny hiccup."

"You're not a hiccup anymore," Full-of-surprises reassured him. "You're a dragon. You'll be amazed at how that will affect your self-confidence."

Again, he glanced at his paws, reassuring himself that they were still there. "Will you teach me how to catch fish? I'm kind of hungry."

"For now, there are plenty of fish in the feeding trays," she answered with a smile. "Yes, I'll teach you to fish, once you can fly. I've watched Young-teacher in action, and I learned some things about his teaching technique. I think I can teach you everything you need to know." She brushed her muzzle against his. "That means _everything,_" she whispered.

Agnarr felt a shiver. "You never struck me as the shy type, but... wow! If a Viking girl behaved like you, she'd be in serious trouble."

"Then it's a good thing I'm not a Viking girl," Full-of-surprises grinned toothily.

Agnarr thought about that for a moment, and decided that this turn of events might be a small compensation for the loss of his hands. "Maybe... maybe it's also a good thing I'm not a Viking boy."
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The prevailing wind carried the little ship out of the harbor. The ship carried no crew and only one passenger, who lay motionless beneath his shield. Stoick the Vast, chief of the Vikings of Berk, was taking his final journey.

"May the Valkyries welcome ye," Gobber began sadly, "and lead ye through Odin's great battlefield. May they sing yer name with love and fury, so that we might hear it rise from the depths of Valhalla, and know that ye've taken yer rightful place at the table of kings! For a great man has fallen, a warrior, a chieftain, a father... a friend." He wiped away some moisture from his eyes. It must have been spray from the waves, carried by the wind. Yeah, that's what it was.

Hiccup stood silently, flanked by all the other Night Furies of Berk and Dragon Island. He didn't even try to hold back the tears – doing things the Viking way had never been his way. He let out a sad croon that told the humans volumes about how he felt, then shot one firebolt into the hull of the ship. The other black dragons waited to see that the ship had caught fire, then launched a volley of their own firebolts. The ship was soon consumed in flames.

"Rest, Dad," Hiccup said softly. "I know I didn't turn out to be the son you wanted. Actually, I turned out to be the dragon you wanted to kill the most. It's to your credit that you could adjust to having a Night Fury in the family and dragons in your streets, and you brought your whole tribe along with you. In a culture that values war, your greatest achievement was peace. I hope they won't hold that against you in Valhalla."

"What is this 'Valhalla' that I keep hearing about?" Toothless asked.

"It's the place where the spirits of brave Vikings go after they die." Astrid was ready and willing to answer that. "They believe that the warrior spirits spend their days fighting battles against each other, and their nights eating and drinking with each other. Hiccup's father died bravely in battle against a hated enemy. If he'd had the choice, I doubt he would have chosen any other end."

"So their spirits never get to rest? They never know peace?" Toothless was puzzled. "If dragons had an afterlife, I don't think we'd want to go to a place where the fighting never ends."

"The Vikings think differently than we do, my friend," Hiccup said softly. He looked out to sea again. The ship had almost completely sunk; only its mast and yardarm were still above the water, hard to see through a cloud of smoke and steam. "Dad was the ultimate Viking. I never fit that mold, and I never could have fit it. You turning me into a dragon was definitely the best thing that ever happened to me."

Toothless stood next to his friend and watched the mast settle into the sea. "After all these years, I'm glad you still approve." He wrapped a wing around Hiccup. Astrid did the same on the other side of him. Hiccup closed his eyes and sighed heavily.

"Now comes the hard part," he said.

"You mean, learning to live without him?" Astrid asked.

"No. I mean trying to take his place."

**o**

The Vikings held a meeting in the Mead Hall that night. Vikings didn't like meetings any more than anyone else did, but they had to discuss the vital matter of who would be their next chief.

Spitelout rose to speak. "As the town's former second-in-command, I believe the responsibility should fall on me."

"_What?!_" Snotlout couldn't believe his ears. "Dad, I thought you wanted _me_ to be the next chief!"

"That was assuming that Stoick lived his full lifespan, which would have given you time to grow up," Spitelout said patronizingly. "You're not ready yet. We need a new chief _now,_ not five or ten years from now." At Snotlout's crestfallen expression, his father said, "Don't worry, son. You'll follow in my footsteps some day. Just not today."

Gobber considered the matter. He had strong misgivings about Spitelout's qualifications for the job, particularly his wisdom and his patience (or his near-total lack thereof), but there was no one else in the room with a stronger claim to become Berk's next chief. He, Gobber, was the current second-in-command, but many would consider him too old to take on the job, and his people skills were definitely not up to the task.

But what about the beings who _weren't_ in the room? He whispered something to Varinn, who quickly and quietly left the Hall. Varinn was his last remaining apprentice. If something happened to him, the smith would probably have trouble finding another one; the rumor was going around that becoming Gobber's apprentice meant you were sure to be turned into a Night Fury.

"I have a question," Gobber called, trying to stall for time. "I'm thinkin' we ought to take Stoick's wishes into account before we make a decision, shouldn't we?"

"Stoick is gone," Spitelout burst out before anyone else could answer. "We all miss him, but we can't let ourselves be prisoners of a dead man's wishes. Does anyone want to challenge me for the job of chief?" No one wanted to. Spitelout's reputation as a fighter was unmatched among the Vikings.

"Is there any reason that I should not become the next chief of this tribe and this village?" He glared at everyone around him. More than a few of them looked unhappy at the thought, but no one objected.

"Then, by popular acclaim, I humbly accept the role of chief of the island of Berk," he said smugly. "Gothi, if you would do the honors, please?"

The town's spiritual leader reluctantly nodded, reached over the edge of the round table into the fire pit, and got her fingers thoroughly smudged. She would use that smudge to make the chief's sign on Spitelout's forehead, formally confirming him in his new role. But before he could kneel in front of her and receive the sign, the doors of the Mead Hall flew open with a bang, and two black dragons burst in, followed by Varinn. They all knew Hiccup by his shortened left hind leg, but only Gobber and a few others recognized the other one as his daughter Six-shooter. Hiccup stormed up to Spitelout with teeth bared, and carved a simple row of runes in the wooden floor with his claw.

I CHALLENGE

He drew out the last stroke of the last rune to make it look like he was pawing the ground, preparing to charge. Spitelout looked nervous, but stood his ground.

"You can't challenge me! You aren't qualified."

I WAS BORN HUMAN, IN BERK,  
>THE SON OF OUR CHIEF.<br>I HAVE WON BATTLES AND  
>LED OTHERS IN BATTLE.<br>I CAN READ AND WRITE.  
>I AM MALE. I AM QUALIFIED<p>

Spitelout glanced at Gothi, who shrugged.

"She canna contradict anything he says," Gobber translated. "That means he meets all the qualifications to be our chief. We discussed that on the night Valka came home, it was settled then, and nothin' has changed."

Spitelout turned to the rest of the tribe. "How many of you are willing to follow a _dragon_ as your leader? Stand up if you are!" A few of them stirred, but no one wanted to be the first to stand and draw the ire of the man who might possibly become their chief anyway. No one stood.

"The people are against you," he gloated. Hiccup wrote on the floor again, and Gobber read out loud:

HOW MANY OF YOU PREFER  
>SPITELOUT'S LEADERSHIP<br>TO MINE? STAND

Two or three men began to stand, took another look at the dragon, and sat down again.

"The people are undecided," Gobber noted.

"So how do we settle this?" Snotlout asked.

"Draw straws?" Tuffnut suggested.

"Arm-wrestle?" Ruff chimed in.

"A trivia contest?" That was Fishlegs' idea.

"We'll settle it the traditional Viking way," Gobber said firmly. "Single combat."

Now Spitelout looked nervous. "Uhh... can I use my axe?"

IF YOU USE AXE, I USE FIRE.  
>OR NO AXE AND NO FIRE.<br>YOU CHOOSE

"You have an unfair advantage either way."

IT'S NOT MY FAULT BEING THE  
>BIGGEST AND THE STRONGEST.<br>I DON'T EVEN EXERCISE

As Hiccup finished writing, he turned to his daughter. "Can this be me talking? Hiccup, the biggest and strongest?"

"If you say you used to be skinny and weak, I'll believe you, Dad," Six answered, "but I have a hard time imagining it."

Spitelout hung his head in defeat. "I can't fight you all by myself, dragon." Then he made one last appeal for popular support. "We can't have a dragon for a chief! It's never been done before!"

Six stepped up and wrote her own runes on the floor.

YOU'VE HAD JERKS FOR CHIEFS  
>BEFORE, RIGHT? MAYBE A DRAGON<br>WOULD BE AN IMPROVEMENT.

That drew a laugh from the Vikings, and it also turned the last shreds of popular opinion against Spitelout. When Gobber asked again if anyone would follow Hiccup as chief, the entire Hofferson family stood up, and all the Vikings followed, one after another, until the whole tribe was on its feet, except for Spitelout and his family.

Hiccup approached Gothi and bowed his head. She made three black marks on his black head – a long curve, a smaller arc above it, and a vertical line – and stepped back. Varinn was the first to shout, "Long live the chief!" and the others took up the call.

"What are you thinking, Dad?" Six asked over the din.

"I don't know whether to be proud or embarrassed," Hiccup answered. "I'm pretty sure Dad would be proud. I know Mom will be, when she hears about it. I never wanted all this responsibility, but if I didn't take it, Spitelout would have gotten it, and that would have been a disaster for Berk. I care too much about these people, not to mention our dragons, to let that happen. So I guess I'm in charge of everything now."

Unknowingly echoing his words, Gobber asked him, "Now that yer in charge o' the whole island, what are yer first orders for us?"

Hiccup thought for a few seconds.

TWO THINGS. WE WILL  
>ERECT A STANDING STONE<br>IN MY FATHER'S MEMORY,  
>AND TOMORROW WILL BE A<br>FEAST DAY FOR HUMANS  
>AND DRAGONS ALIKE<p>

Apparently, those were the kinds of things the Vikings wanted to hear from a new chief. They cheered lustily. Spitelout still looked glum and defeated. Hiccup gestured with his head for Varinn to follow him as he approached the head of the Jorgenson clan. He spoke in Forge, and Varinn translated for him.

"He says it would please him if you resumed your role as the town's second-in-command."

That startled the big Viking, but after a moment, he shook his head. "I can't take orders from a dragon."

Hiccup grunted and growled some more. "He says he accepts your decision, but one way or another, you _will_ take orders from a dragon. Gobber, will you continue as Berk's second-in-command?"

"I would be honored," the old smith nodded.

"The chief says you'll have to learn to speak some Forge if you want to keep your position."

"Before we go any further," Spitelout cut in, "where's Agnarr? He used to be the main interpreter for the dragons. I know this Forge language is supposed to be pretty good, but wouldn't a direct translation from dragon to Norse be more accurate?"

Varinn exclaimed, "You didn't hear the news? Agnarr got turned into a Night Fury yesterday, and he's not so good at interpreting any more."

"_Another_ one?!" Spitelout couldn't believe it. He pointed an accusing finger at Hiccup, then pulled it back for fear that the dragon would bite it off. "Are you going to turn us all into Night Furies, one at a time? Are you trying to take over this entire tribe?"

Six spoke briefly in Forge; Varinn translated. "He already has."

Spitelout glanced at Hiccup, alarmed. Hiccup gave him a toothy grin, then wrote:

THERE WON'T BE ANY MAJOR  
>CHANGES IN HOW WE DO THINGS,<br>AT LEAST NOT RIGHT AWAY.  
>BUT I HAVE ONE REQUEST.<br>WE NEED A BIGGER NEST BUILDING  
>FOR MY GROWING FAMILY<p>

"How about if we turn two warehouses into dragon houses?" Gobber suggested.

MAKE IT THREE. MAKE ROOM  
>FOR FUTURE EXPANSION<p>

"Hey, I've got a question," Ruffnut called out. "What are we supposed to call our new chief?"

"Chief Hiccup, of course," her brother snapped.

"But if being a 'hiccup' means being a runt," Fishlegs thought out loud, "then 'Chief Hiccup' is kind of contradictory. You know, like 'jumbo shrimp' or 'small crowd.' The chief of our tribe ought to have a more awesome title than that."

"How about 'Chief Night Fury'?" Edda Hofferson suggested. A low buzz quickly grew to roars of approval.

"Chief Night Fury, he is, then," Gobber nodded, then turned to Hiccup. "Ye dinna mind bein' called that, do ye?" The dragon shook his head 'no.' He was the number-one Night Fury on the island, so it was an accurate title. He made his rounds of the Mead Hall, showing all the Vikings how to accept a wing-tap in lieu of handshakes and other human greetings.

"Dad, now it's my turn to ask a question," Six asked him after the meeting ended. "Are we still going to send Forge teachers to the frozen nest every week? The dragons there don't need Forge to talk to your mother any more."

"No, they don't," he answered thoughtfully, "but we'll still send exchange teams every week. I want to see my mother as often as I can, and it will be good to keep that nest from getting too isolated. They could be easy pickings for the next dragon-hating conqueror who comes along. That would never work against this nest because the Dragon Island nest, and probably the Outcast Island nest as well, would come to our rescue."

"Or not," his daughter corrected him. "_We_ tried to go to the frozen nest's rescue, and nobody except the Night Furies responded."

"True," he nodded. "But there's one more reason. The Bewilderbeast could control a nest of five hundred dragons because he had the mental strength and will power to do it. I don't think Cloudjumper can manage a feat like that, even with Mom's help. That nest is probably going to split into two or three smaller nests within a year or so. Those nests will need leaders, and those leaders will have to be Night Furies like you. I want all the Night Furies to get familiar with the dragons in that nest, and vice-versa, so they'll think of you as friends and not as outsiders when it's time for those new nests to get their Alphas."

Six was impressed, although she was reluctant to admit it. "Do you think of everything, Dad?"

"Not everything," he admitted. "But it's always good to have a plan." They approached the Nest, which was filled to overflowing with Night Furies; the littlest ones had to perch on the roof, and Toothless and Guana rested on ground level, along with an assortment of other dragons.

"Hail to the chief!" Six shouted. "The whole island is under one leader! Dad – I mean New-night-fury has become the chief of the Vikings here, as well as the dragon Alpha!" Roars and puffs of flame greeted that remark.

"That settles it," Toothless said firmly. "Hiccup, I've been threatening to give you a new name for years, and you've fought me all the way, but this time, you can't escape. Dragons, from now on, your Alpha's name is Chief-night-fury, the first dragon ever to rule over dragons _and_ humans!" That set off a chorus of roars and bellows that reached all the way across town; some of the humans were concerned that something was wrong. The dragons were actually roaring, "Speech! Speech!"

Hiccup bounded up to the second floor, took a deep breath, and began. "This is all very embarrassing. I never wanted to lead anybody, but opportunities for leadership just keep finding me, and I can't turn them down because... well, somebody's got to do it. The new name you've given me is ironic, because that's exactly what the Vikings are calling me as well. I can answer to the same name in any language.

"It was always my father's dream for me to become the chief of Berk after him. He meant for me to do it on two legs, but he was willing for me to do it on four, and here I am. But that was never my dream. My dream was to bring dragons and people together. Night-fury-mother-of-twins and I started the process, and now I'm in a perfect position to finish the job. This new position of mine isn't about power and authority; it's going to be about responsibility and a lot of hard work.

"Now, I have a special request for all of you. Tomorrow is going to be a feast day for humans and dragons together –" He had to pause while the dragons roared and stomped their approval. "The Vikings are going to share their food with us, and we're going to share our food with them. Every one of us needs to fly out to sea and catch some of the big fish that the Vikings have trouble catching, especially tuna. The more we bring back, the better we'll all eat tomorrow!" An appeal to a dragon's belly would never fall on deaf ears; the entire flock took wing and spread out across the sea.

The banquet that was spread the next day marked a subtle change in how Berk perceived things. Up until then, the Vikings had viewed their reptilian neighbors as "the dragons who live with us." After they had feasted together, they began to think of the dragons as "us." When Snotlout (who had had a bit too much mead) balanced his horned helmet on Hookfang's head, it was more than a drunken prank. It showed Berk's new reality – the dragons had finally been welcomed into the tribe.

One of the contributing factors was a change that Hiccup had requested. Usually, the Vikings ate in the Mead Hall and the dragons ate from the fish trays. Today, the meals were set on outdoor tables all over the village, and were shared by humans and dragons alike. The Vikings, especially the young ones, discovered that it was great fun to toss a fish in a dragon's general direction and watch him or her lunge to snap it out of the air. The dragons tried to share their meals with the Vikings in true dragon style, but eventually realized that, for some reason, humans don't care for regurgitated fish. Still, this feast served the dual purpose of feeding the village and bonding all of its citizens together.

Some of the half-drunk Vikings noticed a pair of Night Furies flying circles and figure-eights overhead. One of them seemed very unsteady in the air, and had to make numerous corrections to its flight path. "Look!" the Vikings shouted. "The dragons are getting drunk right alongside us!" This provoked much laughter, and several toasts to the dragons, which didn't help the Vikings' sobriety at all.

Agnarr glanced down at them and shook his head in disgust. "That shows how much _they_ know! I've never been drunk a day in my life! Well, maybe once. Full-of-surprises, why am I having so much trouble keeping my flight path steady?"

"It's because you're trying to do it all with your wings," his flight instructor told him. "Your tail is your main source of control in the air, and you aren't using it enough."

Agnarr almost smacked himself in the head with his wing, until he realized that a dragon face-palm would be even worse for his aerial stability. "Two days ago, I didn't even _have_ a tail! I keep forgetting I've got one now. This isn't as easy as I thought it would be."

"Two days ago, all you could do was walk," Full-of-surprises reassured him. "Now, look at you! You're flying! You're a creature of the sky! Yes, you're a little wobbly, but that will fade with practice. Try that left-hand turn again, and remember to use your tail fins."

High overhead, Chief-night-fury circled lazily, watching for any signs of trouble, but mostly just taking in the view. He couldn't help feeling thoughtful about recent events. He'd lost his father, but gained a closer relationship with his mother, who was now totally happy with her life. They'd lost a Night Fury, but gained another one. The Bewilderbeasts were both dead, which might mean the extinction of their species, but Drago Bludvist was also dead, which meant many more dragons would live. How could he make sense of it all? Sometimes it helped to think out loud.

"This is Berk. It was claimed by Vikings, raided by dragons, and now, at last, we're actually getting together. Other people and other dragons keep attacking us. They're relentless and crazy, but I'm starting to think we're even more so. We'd like to be peaceful. But if the chiefs and the conquerors and the aggressors won't let us be, then we have the power to make them regret it. We have flight, and we have fire, and we have an indomitable will. Oh, sure, some of us were hatched from eggs and some of us used to be humans; some were forced into this life and some willingly chose it; but when it's crunch time, we all stand together.

"Because we... **are dragons!**"

_The End_

**o**

_A/N  
>After all these expansions to the initial story, I know better than to say, "This is really the end." You faithful readers wouldn't believe me, anyway. I could get an idea for another expansion tomorrow, and the LightningVerse will just keep on growing.<em>

_As I write this, the "Lightning and Death Itself" saga has received over 430,000 hits, over 1100 reviews, 670-plus favorites, and 540-plus follows. I've written two other stories that have reached the six-figure mark in hits, and twelve more that have reached five figures. Does this mean I'm a big deal? No. I'm not the one doing all that reading and reviewing. You, the readers, are the reason this story has such high numbers. I am humbled and grateful for your support._

_Someone requested a family tree of the Night Furies. Here's how the clan breaks down; numbers in parentheses are the years after Hiccup and Astrid became Night Furies:_

_Transformations, etc.:_

_(0) Toothless transforms Hiccup into New-night-fury and Astrid into Small-night-fury, later Night-fury-mother-of-twins  
>(1) Astrid transforms Guana into Lady-night-fury<br>(3) Six transforms Chi-wen, Bi-xi, Pu-lao, and Agmundr (later Night-fury-faithful-brother)  
>(3) The young Night Furies find Night-fury-ruler, later Night-fury-new-beginning, and bring him back with them<br>(5) Guana transforms Valka into Stormcutter-was-human. Agmundr transforms Agnarr (no dragon name as of yet)_

_Hiccup + Astrid:  
>(1) Young-boy-night-fury, later Bang (Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang), and Young-girl-night-fury, later Six (Night-fury-six-shooter)<br>(2) Night-fury-smallest-girl, later Night-fury-full-of-surprises  
>(3) Thing One and Thing Two<br>(5) a boy_

_Toothless + Guana:  
>(2) Night-fury-newest-boy, later Night-fury-young-teacher<br>(3) Night-fury-first-girl  
>(4) a boy<br>(5) a boy_

_Six + Agmundr:  
>(4) a girl<br>(5) a girl_

_Young-teacher + Full-of-surprises:  
>(4) a girl<br>(5) a girl and a boy_

_Pu-lao + Bi-xi:_

_(4) a boy  
>(5) a girl<em>
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**Life with the Night Furies**

_A/N  
>This isn't a new installment in the "Lightning and Death Itself" timeline. It's just a few scenes from daily life in Berk, shortly after the end of "Dragons Against Drago." I'm posting it to reassure this story's many fans that I haven't abandoned the tale. I have some definite ideas for the next expansion (tentatively titled "Hail to the Chief"), but nothing solid enough to write about... yet. In the meantime, enjoy the vignettes.<em>

**o**

Chief-night-fury faced his first test less than twelve hours after being anointed as the chief of all intelligent beings on the island of Berk. Two burly shepherds approached the Nest as the sun began to rise, angrily shouting and gesturing at each other. Night-fury-mother-of-twins was the first to wake up, quickly followed by Thing One and Thing Two. They glared down at the shepherds from their second-floor sleeping space. Night Furies, like all dragons, love their sleep and don't like having it taken away from them without a good reason.

"Hey, up there!" one of the men shouted. "Chief dragon! You need to straighten this idiot out and give me back my sheep!"

"Me? You need to straighten _him_ out and get _his_ sheep out of _my_ pasture!" the other one yelled. The first one began a heated reply when Astrid silenced them both with a sharp snarl. The shepherds were accustomed to seeing dragons in their village, but they still had a healthy respect for the huge creatures; they stood stock-still and silent.

Astrid turned to her drowsy mate and tapped him with her tail. "Wake up, Chief-night-fury! You're a wanted dragon."

Hiccup groaned and stretched. "Couldn't they wait until after breakfast?"

"Apparently not," she replied. "It's time to start earning your big fat wages as the village chief."

"Big fat wages," he grumbled. "Yeah, right! I eat the same fish as before, I sleep on the same rock as before... what can a Viking village offer a dragon anyway?" He jumped off the platform, glided in a tight circle, and landed at the base of the Nest. The ground there had been scraped free of rocks and vegetation, so it was suitable for dragons to write runes in the dirt.

WHAT'S THE PROBLEM?

Both shepherds began talking at once. Hiccup had to do what Astrid had done, and startle them into silence with a quick snarl.

YOU FIRST

He gestured with his head at the one on the left. That one took a breath to steady himself – he wasn't used to tribal chiefs snarling at him – and began. "Our flocks got mixed up during the night. When we got to the pastures this morning, we found them all mixed together in his pasture land. I want to claim what's mine and go, but he won't let me. He says I'll take the best sheep for myself."

Hiccup turned to face the other shepherd, who had been holding himself back, waiting for his turn. "Every one of my sheep is in my pasture land, along with all of his animals. My sheep are fleecy and well-fed; his sheep are scrawny and weak. I don't want him taking my good animals and leaving me with the dregs of the flock."

"_My_ sheep are scrawny?!" the first one exploded. "_Your_ sickly flock wouldn't make enough wool for one pair of mittens!"

The first was about to reply heatedly when Hiccup stamped his forefoot to cut him off. He realized that if he had to snarl every time he needed someone's attention, he'd be hoarse before the day was done.

CAN'T YOU CALL YOUR OWN SHEEP?

The second one hung his head. "My sheep are idiots. They'll answer any shepherd's call."

"Same here," the first one admitted.

DIDN'T YOU MARK THEM?

"They got all kinds of rainbow markings for the last dragon race," said the first one. "Now they're all very colorful, but we can't find our own markings anymore."

SO WE HAVE TWO IDENTICAL FLOCKS  
>THAT ARE MIXED TOGETHER?<p>

Both shepherds nodded. The Night Fury grunted in frustration. He was accustomed to dealing with problems as the dragons' Alpha, but for some reason, he'd thought humans would be more rational and easy to deal with than dragons. He should have known better; his past as a human had given him plenty of proof that humans can be the most irrational beings on the planet. Well, maybe it was time to stop trying to act like a human chief, and stick with what he knew best – being a dragon.

SHOW ME YOUR FLOCKS

They led him to a good-sized pasture on the east side of the town. About fifty sheep were grazing contentedly, unaware of the controversy they'd caused by mingling together overnight. Chief-night-fury turned to the first shepherd.

HALF OF THESE ARE YOURS?

The shepherd nodded. Hiccup sprang into the air, gained a bit of altitude, then swooped down at the flock with a roar. The sheep hadn't gotten the memo that the dragons were no longer a threat; they scattered in total panic. Hiccup adjusted his flight path so half the scattered sheep ran toward one side of the pasture, and the other half went in the other direction. He landed in front of the stunned shepherds.

HALF FOR YOU AND HALF FOR  
>YOU, DIVIDED RANDOMLY<br>AND FAIRLY.  
>NOW <span>MARK<span> THEM!

He stalked off indignantly. What a waste of time and effort! If this was what it meant to be the chief of the village, then maybe he should have let Spitelout have the job. No, that would have been bad for the dragons, and not so great for the humans, either. Hiccup had done what he had to do.

He didn't even make it back to the Nest before he had to invoke his authority again. This time, it was the dragons. A flock of Terrible Terrors was picking over one of the feeding trays, looking for fish small enough for them to swallow. As soon as one of them found a likely meal, three others would descend on him and try to steal his fish. They were doing more fighting than eating, and the commotion was keeping several full-sized dragons from getting their own breakfasts from the feeding tray.

Hiccup got all their attention with a small firebolt that burst in mid-air, just above the tray. "How many times do I have to go through this with you?" he demanded. "Form a line, and pick your fish one at a time! There's plenty for everybody now – you don't have to fight over them!"

"Oh." "We forgot." "Sorry." The Terrors did as they were told, and the chaos ended. Hiccup sighed. He knew he'd have to go through the same thing with them again in two or three days. The Terrors weren't trying to cause trouble, but they had the memory capacity of a fishing net, and old habits died hard.

He let Gobber know he was going off-duty for a while, gathered his family, and winged out to sea. The fish in the feeding trays were free for the taking for all dragons, but after they'd been in those trays for a few hours, they just didn't taste fresh enough. Night Furies weren't the choosiest dragons, but they did like their one big meal of the day to taste good, which often meant they hunted their own breakfasts. Their fishing time also served as a chance to spend time together as a family.

Today, almost the whole clan was together – Chief-night-fury, Night-fury-mother-of-twins, Night-fury-six-shooter and her mate, Night-fury-faithful-brother, Night-fury-makes-one-heck-of-a-bang, Thing One and Thing Two, and the youngest, Small-boy-night-fury. Their second daughter, Night-fury-full-of-surprises, was elsewhere on the island; she was probably teaching Agnarr, her newly-transformed friend, about how to be a dragon.

"We need to come up with a proper dragon name for Agnarr," the chief said through a mouthful of fish.

"How about Night-fury-smith-helper?" Thing One asked.

"For one thing, he's not a smith's helper anymore, and for another, this flock has _three_ Night Furies who used to be smith's helpers," her mother answered. "He needs something unique for us to call him by."

"We could just let him earn a name, like the rest of us did," Six suggested.

"Like most of you did," Faithful-brother reminded her.

"Point taken," Bang nodded, "but Night-fury-faithful-other-brother just doesn't sound right to me."

"Well, we need to come up with _something!"_ Thing Two exclaimed. "Our mouths can't form all the sounds in 'Agnarr'."

"Yeah," her twin sister added. "When a Night Fury says his old name, it comes out _a'arr."_

"...and that _definitely_ won't work!" Chief-night-fury concluded. "Depending on how we voice it, _a'arr_ could mean anything from 'the sky is very blue today' to 'don't fly under me, I'm about to relieve myself'." Thing One snickered.

"We don't have to decide today," Mother-of-twins observed, "so let's keep thinking until one of us comes up with something good." She spun in mid-air and confronted the younger dragons. "And if any of you calls him _a'arr_ before we give him a real name, then you _watch_ how you voice it!"

"Yes, Mother." "I'll be good, Mother." "Okay, Mom." Small-boy-night-fury probably needed that warning, but Thing One and Thing Two actually meant to keep their promise... unless disobeying looked like it might be fun. Few creatures were more mischievous than a juvenile Night Fury, with the cleverness to invent new kinds of trouble, but without the wisdom and experience to stay away from that trouble. Hiccup and Astrid could never relax their vigilance over their growing family. That put a special burden on Astrid, now that so much of Hiccup's time and energy would be taken up by being the chief over the humans.

**o**

Varinn had the forge to himself that morning. Gobber wasn't feeling well, so he'd gone home early and left his apprentice in charge, with firm instructions to _not_ let himself get transformed into a Night Fury like the last three apprentices did. It was a fairly slow day, without many customers demanding instant repairs on their bent pitchforks or dull fishing gaffs. He'd done some cleaning-up and some reorganizing, but those were never his favorite activities. If he had time to himself in the forge, the thing that intrigued him the most was the back room that used to be Hiccup's. It hadn't been changed or reused ever since that apprentice had become the first Viking to get turned into a dragon; it was still full of his drawings, models, and prototypes, all proof of talents and skills that Varinn could only dream of. But it was fun to leaf through the old drawings.

He'd almost lost track of time in that back room when he realized he had a customer. But it wasn't a customer of the two-legged kind. "Oh, hi, Agnarr," he said cheerfully, calling the dragon by his human name. "Can I do something for you?"

The dragon nodded "yes" and then spoke in Forge, the human/dragon language that he'd helped invent. "Want to use hammer in forge. I used to hammer all the time. I go too long without hammering."

Varinn scratched his chin. "There's a problem with that, you know. Your claws can't grip a hammer."

"Night-fury-faithful-brother had idea," the dragon replied, using his brother's dragon name. "That hammer." He gestured with his chin at a long-handled sledgehammer standing in a corner.

"You still can't hold it," the young smith objected.

"Your belly leather help hold it," the dragon replied.

"Belly leather? Oh, you mean my belt?" Varinn realized that the Forge language didn't have a word for "belt" because it wasn't a word that dragons were likely to use. He fetched the hammer, pulled off his belt, and fastened it around the dragon's foreleg to hold the end of the hammer's handle in place. His claws could grip the middle of the handle, after a fashion, and now the dragon could hold the hammer.

"What did you want to hammer on?" Varinn asked as the dragon walked over to the anvil on his three free legs.

"Not hammer on anything. Just hammer." With that, the Night Fury raised "his" hammer and brought it down hard, once, twice, three times... and stopped. He shook his head in irritation.

"Is something wrong?" the human asked.

"Sound hurts my ears," Agnarr admitted. "Feels like I hitting my own head."

"Back in the days of the dragon wars, Vikings used to bang on their shields with their hammers all the time," Varinn commented. "They did it to mess up the dragons' concentration so they couldn't shoot straight. I guess you're giving yourself the same problem."

Agnarr gazed sadly at the hammer that was strapped to his foreleg. Varinn tried to imagine what it would be like to lose the use of his hands so he couldn't do smithcraft any more. What a scary thought! He gazed at the dragon and tried to think of a way to help... and, to his own surprise, he came up with something.

He leaped onto the dragon's neck, pushed his ear flaps down with both hands, and held them down.

"Hey!" Agnarr exclaimed. "I can not hear!"

Varinn let one ear flap pop back up. "Of course you can't hear! That's the whole idea! Try hammering now." He pushed the ear flap back down.

The dragon took a hesitant swing at the anvil, then another, then another. He let out a short, excited roar. That was the last thing Varinn heard for the next fifteen minutes. The dragon just banged away on the anvil with wild abandon, the way a two-year-old child might bang on a cooking pot with a spoon, making the loudest din that the smith's apprentice had ever heard in his life. Agnarr's facial expression suggested total bliss. He didn't stop until he felt the sledgehammer shift in his grip.

"Wood starting to split," he said sadly. "Handle was not made for dragon."

"_What?"_ Varinn shouted as he slid off the dragon's neck. "I can't hear you! All that banging has deafened me!"

"Sorry, very sorry," the dragon said. "Do not want!" He waited a few minutes until Varinn's hearing began to recover, then repeated his comment about the split hammer handle.

"I think that handle was splitting before you even started," Varinn replied loudly as he removed his belt and put it back around his waist. "That's why the hammer was set aside in a corner. It's not your fault."

"This was fun," the Night Fury decided. "I do again some time. But need stronger hammer, and need way to not make you deaf."

"Ask your brother," Varinn suggested. "He's the one with all the ideas. Maybe he'll come up with something clever so we can both stand the noise of a dragon-smith hammering in the forge. Do you have a project in mind, or were you just letting off steam?"

"Steam," Agnarr said. "Maybe do project later. I feel better. Thank you for help. Not usual work for smith."

"No problem, Agnarr. Like Gobber always told us, if a smith can't do it, then it isn't worth doing."

**o**

Night-fury-new-beginning was starting to enjoy life again. He'd been brought out of the darkness of an off-center mind by the other Night Furies, reunited with his long-lost nest-brother, and given a small nest of dragons to watch over. The last part was the hardest, because those dragons weren't accustomed to having a Night Fury around. They had been solving their problems by the law of the jungle for over a century, and no one else had cared about them (except for the human Outcasts, who liked to use them for target practice). They didn't take it well when he showed up out of nowhere and took charge of the nest. They were relieved that someone was bringing order; they just didn't like it when that order meant they couldn't get their own way all the time.

At first, they tried to fight him. That lasted about two days. New-beginning was still haunted by memories of his abusive past and didn't want to fight anyone, but when it came to self-defense, no dragon could outfight a Night Fury. When the dragons realized that fighting him meant losing, they turned on each other instead. Those fights had grown more frequent for several weeks; then they tapered away, replaced by a more passive resistance. If two dragons both wanted the same sleeping space, Night-fury-new-beginning would intervene and decide who ought to get it, and then both the winner and the loser would shun that space for a night, just to show the new black dragon that he wasn't as much a boss as he thought he was. That went on for over three months. At last, the dragons realized that the Night Fury wasn't going away, he really meant it when he said he was trying to keep everyone as happy as possible, and maybe resisting him was just as counter-productive as fighting each other all the time.

The younger dragons warmed up to him first. They asked him questions about the world beyond Outcast Island; they asked for suggestions about how to handle the hostile Outcasts. One key moment came when three of them asked him to settle a dispute. They'd found an unusual sea shell on the shore, and all three wanted to keep it.

"That's simple," he'd answered after a moment. "The one who can pick it up with his claws and carry it home is the one who can keep it." They all tried, several times, but (as he already knew) dragon claws are ill-suited for picking up and holding small objects. None of them could hold onto the seashell for more than a second or two.

"Are we being stupid?" one of them asked.

"Dragons don't own things," he explained. "That's because we can't hold them and we can't do anything with them. The pretty things in this world are there for us to look at and enjoy, not to keep. Remember that."

As he walked away, he heard one of them say to another, "That makes sense." He knew that those particular dragons wouldn't cause him any more trouble.

One by one and two by two, he convinced the rest of the dragons in the nest that he really knew what he was talking about, and he had the best interests of the whole nest at heart. Many of the adults changed their minds about him the second time he stunned a school of fish so they could eat an easy meal. When he did it the first time, they thought he was showing off, but when he did it the second time, they realized he was doing something kind for them. The last few holdouts had been convinced when the Outcasts sent a hunting party into the dragons' part of the island, and New-beginning had led a counter-attack that sent the humans running back to their village with their pants on fire. Now the nest was as peaceful and orderly as any other dragons' nest. That meant he still had to break up disputes and solve disagreements on a daily basis, but the dragons respected him now. That made all the difference.

Today had started off peaceful, but near the end of the dragons' breakfast time, a fight broke out. A brown Nadder and a mottled Hotburple were snarling angrily at each other and preparing to flame each other. Night-fury-new-beginning flew right between them, which startled them and fixed their attention on him instead of each other.

"Okay, what's it about?" he demanded.

"It's about that school of fish down there!" the Nadder exclaimed. "I saw them first, so they're mine!"

"But you didn't do anything to catch them!" the Hotburple retorted. "I'm the one who stunned them with my fire, so they're mine."

"How did you know they were there?" the Night Fury asked the Hotburple.

"I saw that one flying in circles, so I knew there must be fish down there," he answered.

"You admit it! I saw them first!" the Nadder cried.

"Aren't there enough fish in that school to feed both of you?" New-beginning wondered.

"But if we just chow down, he'll eat more than me because he can grab them while he's hovering, and I can't," complained the Nadder.

The black dragon thought fast. "When I was small, my nest-brother and I played a game called 'jump fish' that might come in handy here. Stay where you are." He dove toward the water, extended a paw, and scooped up the first fish he found. Rather than attempt to eat it or hold it, he flipped it back and batted it with his tail so it flew straight up between the other two dragons. "Jump fish!" he shouted. "Who gets it first?"

Both dragons lunged at the fish, and nearly collided. The Nadder backed off at the last moment, and the Hotburple got the fish. "Okay, he went first," New-beginning said. "Nadder, you go next. Then the Hotburple gets one, and you keep going back and forth until all the fish are gone. Is that fair?"

"I guess so." "I suppose so." The Nadder dove toward the floating school, and the Hotburple didn't follow until the Nadder had claimed a fish.

"Well, that takes care of that," he muttered as he turned away. "For now."

"Well done," came a vaguely familiar voice from behind him. He turned... and nearly froze in mid-air as his blood ran cold. Two dragons had glided up behind him and had watched the whole thing. One was one of the young Night Furies from the East, Night-fury-chi-wen. The other was a face from his past.

"Hobblegrunt-long-legs?" he gasped. This was one of the dragons from his old nest. One of the dragons whom he had abused and mistreated for years. One of the dragons who had good reasons to hate him for the rest of her life.

"Yes, that's me. I'm glad you still remember me," the Hobblegrunt said mildly.

"Uhh... why are you...?"

Night-fury-chi-wen answered. "I just finished my stay in the mountain-lake nest. Hobblegrunt-long-legs said she wanted to visit Berk and see how we did things here, so I brought her along when I came home. Someone mentioned you, and she wanted to see how you did things, too."

"I really wasn't sure what to expect when I got here," the Hobblegrunt began, changing her scales from purple to yellow as she spoke. "We all remember what you used to be like, but we knew something had changed when you left us, instead of trying to convince us of anything. It would not have surprised me if you'd just knocked those two dragons' heads together. Instead, you were patient with them and left them both feeling like they didn't lose the argument. That's what we all thought Night Furies were supposed to be like."

"Until I showed you all what a jerk I was," he said, unwilling to meet her gaze.

"You certainly were," the Hobblegrunt agreed, turning red in her extremities for a moment, "but you aren't anymore. You have really changed! You're not the Night Fury who terrorized our nest anymore. You've appeased my curiosity. And, I promise you, when I go home to the lake nest, I'll tell everyone what I saw and heard this morning. If you ever come back there again, you'll get a much more pleasant welcome than last time."

New-beginning was speechless.

"What is the matter?" Chi-wen asked him. "Have you never heard of the word 'forgive'?"

"I... I... well, of course I know the word, but..."

"When you first came to our nest, before you went out of control, I remember you working with some of our young dragons," the Hobblegrunt said firmly. "I recall you teaching them that dragons can't hold onto things, so they shouldn't try. Does that include grudges?"

There wasn't much that New-beginning could say to that. He nodded slowly.

"Maybe we'll meet again some day," the color-changing dragon said as she turned away. "Even if we don't, it was good to see firsthand that dragons can really leave their past behind and do something good with their lives. Rule wisely, Night Fury."

The two dragons turned and flew away toward Berk, leaving Night-fury-new-beginning to his nest and his thoughts.

**o**

The two shepherds were back, and they looked irritated and embarrassed at the same time. Hiccup landed on the ground next to them.

NOW WHAT?

"I did like you said," the first shepherd said. "I put a black mark on the tails of all my sheep, so I'd know which ones were mine and which ones were his."

Chief-night-fury rolled his eyes.

LET ME GUESS. YOU BOTH  
>PUT BLACK MARKS ON<br>YOUR SHEEP'S TAILS?

They nodded... sheepishly.

THEY'RE ALL MIXED UP AGAIN?

Again, they nodded. Hiccup was getting very close to losing his cool. How was he going to handle this absurd situation? He tried to think of any advice he'd gotten in the past that might apply here. All he could think of was Toothless telling him over and over, "Don't fight the dragon." Well, the dragon in Hiccup wanted to do something dramatic. Maybe that was good advice.

WOULD IT HELP IF I SENT  
>SOME MONSTROUS NIGHTMARES<br>TO EAT ALL YOUR SHEEP?

"No!" "Don't do that!" "Please don't eat them!" "They're all I've got!"

DO YOU THINK YOU CAN SOLVE  
>YOUR SILLY PROBLEM WITHOUT<br>INVOLVING THE CHIEF AT  
>EVERY TURN?<p>

"Uhh... yes." "I guess so."

GOOD. GO TO YOUR PASTURE  
>AND SORT OUT YOUR FLOCKS.<br>DON'T MAKE ME COME DOWN THERE

He added a snarl and a foot-stomp for emphasis.

"Yes, sir!" "We'll figure it out somehow, sir!" The shepherds high-tailed it back to their pastures.

"Another problem solved?" Astrid asked him from the second floor of the Nest.

"It's a lot like dealing with dragons," he grunted. "It's one-fourth tact, one-fourth creative problem-solving, and one-half knocking their heads together."

"You're doing fine so far," she said encouragingly as she glided down to land next to him. "You make a good chief, just like you make a good Alpha."

"I knew it wouldn't be easy," he nodded, "but this is absurd! Dad never mentioned that pair before. I wonder if they were testing me."

"If they were, then I think you passed the test," she told him.

"Thank you," he said. Then he sighed. "The parents of those young Gronckles who keep fighting each other are headed this way. I think I'm about to face _another_ test. Will it ever end?"

"I think it's just beginning," she commented.

**o**

_A/N  
>At some point in early April 2016, this story went over the 600,000-hit mark. To all the readers who are doing all that reading: thank you from the bottom of my heart. You've made this one of the most popular fanfics in the HTTYD fandom. I know that the best "thank you" I can offer would be more chapters for the story, and rest assured, I'm working in that direction.<em>


End file.
